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ABSTRACT
Anderson, Jennifer Olander. DMA. The University of Memphis. December
2014. Once Upon A Time in Chamber Music: An Analysis of Chamber Works
Based on Fairy Tale Themes By Maurice Ravel and Valery Tarakanov. Major
Professor: Dr. Victor Santiago Asunción.
The purpose of this dissertation is to analyze the transformation of the
written fairy tale into musical compositions for chamber ensemble with piano. The
two works examined in this study are Maurice Ravel’s Ma Mère l’Oye (Mother
Goose) and Valery Tarakanov’s Laryets Skazok (Ларец Сказок), or Chest of
Fairy-tales. Through an analysis of the compositional techniques employed by
both composers, my goal is to point to those elements which contribute to the
work succeeding as a vehicle for bringing aspects of the fairy tale story to life. I
chose these two works because among the long list of similar compositions, they
are exceptionally effective at communicating the fairy tale and retaining
foundational literary elements of the story. It is my desire to showcase them both
as standouts in the genre.
The first chapter serves as an introduction to the fairy tale genre and to
the connection between fairy tales and music. The second chapter is an analysis
of Ravel’s work Ma Mère l’Oye, that also includes a look at Ravel’s life, an
investigation into the background of the five fairy tales used in the suite, and an
in depth analysis of the music. Finally, the third chapter examines the
composition of Valery Tarakanov, Laryets Skazok (Ларец Сказок), or Chest of
Fairy-tales. Through careful analysis, it is my hope that I might begin to draw
attention to the work of Valery Tarakanov, because while his works are known
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and performed frequently throughout Russia, they sadly remain unknown and
untouched in the United States. This document shows the techniques employed
by Mr. Tarakanov that contribute to it successfully bringing four fairy tales to life
and makes a push for further exploration of his work.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
The purpose of this dissertation is to investigate the transformation of the
written fairy tale into various musical compositions for chamber ensemble with
piano while effectively retaining foundational literary elements of the story. The
two works used in this study will be Maurice Ravel’s Ma Mère l’Oye (Mother
Goose) and Valery Tarakanov’s Laryets Skazok (Ларец Сказок), or Chest of
Fairy-tales. I am most interested in discovering the compositional techniques
employed by the composers that contribute to their work succeeding as a vehicle
for bringing aspects of the fairy tale story to life. I chose these two works because
amongst the long list of similar compositions, they are exceptionally convincing in
their attempts to communicate the fairy tale. It is my desire to showcase them
both as standouts in the genre. It is also my hope to draw attention to the work of
Valery Tarakanov, because while it might be known and performed frequently
throughout Russia, it has yet to make the jump to the United States, and greatly
deserves to do so.
A search for the phrase “Once upon a time” on any number of internet
search engines will yield more than 300 million hits in under a second. That’s
right. 300 million matches. This swift bombardment of information makes a
fascination in fairy tales quite obvious. Along the same lines, a search for
“literature inspired music” produces thousands of hits for sites with extensive lists
of works fitting this description. Spanning nearly every conceivable genre of
music—from rock, heavy metal and pop to musical theater, opera, and the
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symphony to name a few—and including both classic and contemporary literary
works—poems, novels, and plays have perked a remarkable interest in
musicians. In fascinating lists one can discover uncountable examples of
literature paired with music. George Orwell’s novel 1984 has been the subject of
numerous songs including the English rock band Radiohead’s “2+2=5.” The
heavy metal band Metallica wrote a song “For Whom the Bell Tolls” obviously
based on the Hemingway novel. Singer-songwriter Stevie Nicks chose to retell
Edgar Allan Poe’s poem “Annabel Lee” in her song of the same name. Romantic
composer Robert Schumann wrote an orchestral work, most famous for its
overture, based on Lord Byron’s poetic drama “Manfred.” Hector Berlioz
composed a choral symphony based on Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. John
Steinbeck, F. Scott Fitzgerald, James Joyce, C. S. Lewis, Stephen King, and
J.R.R. Tolkien, represent only a handful of the writers whose works have been
the centerpiece for musical compositions.1 All of this coupling could easily turn
into a dissertation in itself. Nonetheless, it is from this attractive pairing of
literature and music that the topic for this study, fairy tales set in chamber music,
arises.
For centuries, countless fairy tales have been told, twisted around, and
retold for the enjoyment and edification of children and adults alike. Steven
Swann Jones defines the fairy tale as “narratives that have been shaped over
centuries of retelling and that have achieved a basic narrative form that is a

1

Stacy Conradt, 11 Songs Inspired by Literature, accessed October 4, 2013,
http://mentalfloss.com/article/31467/11-songs-inspired-literature.
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distillation of human experience.”2 These wonderfully complex stories entertain
us, teach us about life, and make us reconsider all our commonly held notions
about what is possible. They have the ability like little else to bring back
childhood memories and nostalgia for the days when we were once innocent and
life was simpler. With the modest phrase “Once upon a time” the listener is
instantly drawn into some magical world where the rules of reality dissipate like
vapor, and the rather idealistic concept that ‘anything is possible’ is not so farfetched after all. At the same time, their stories shed light on the sometimes hard
truths about the human experience and the reality each person eventually
faces—that the world is not always kind. The fact that these tales have endured a
complex history of retelling, while their core story remains relatively unaltered,
speaks to their merit. Jones argues that each fairy tale “has been deemed worthy
of repetition because it is loved, and it is loved because it tells us something
about ourselves that we want or need to know.”3
Perhaps this is what makes fairy tales perfect considerations for classical
composers as they choose material on which to base their compositions.
Searching for a good story as a starting point for a composition can be an
exhausting part of a composer’s process. But undoubtedly, to a composer, fairy
tales and music could be perfectly suited for each other. Fairy tales continue to
change and evolve, and music, too, is not a fixed art. With each performance a
piece comes to life in a new way. Jack Zipes, author of “The Meaning of Fairy
2

Steven Swann Jones, The Fairy Tale: The Magic Mirror of the Imagination (New
York: Twayne Publishers, 2002), 5.
3

Ibid.
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Tale within the Evolution of Culture,” speaks of the continual transformation of
fairy tales when he says,
The form and contents of the fairy tale were not exactly what they are
today, for as a simple, imaginative oral tale that contained magical and
miraculous elements and was related to the belief systems, values, rites,
and experiences of pagan peoples, the fairy tale, also known as the
wonder or magic tale, underwent numerous transformations before the
invention of print led to the production of fixed texts and conventions of
telling and reading. But even then the fairy tale refused to be dominated
by print and continued to be altered and diffused throughout the world by
word of mouth up to the present.4
Chamber music, specifically, is an underrated vehicle for a composer to
retell the fairy tale story. When dealing with a small cast of characters and a
small set of instruments, the appeal of assigning a specific character to a certain
instrument or voice, or to a recognizable theme, seems irresistible. Furthermore,
the length of the majority of fairy tales would be attractive to composers of
chamber music who, to a certain extent, need brevity—they would have a hard
time composing with works of a longer nature as their subjects, like Canterbury
Tales or Beowulf, for exmple, and ensuring that their human players/singers did
not keel over mid-performance. In her recent article in The New Yorker on the
enticement of the fairy tale, Joan Acocella speaks of the succinct nature of
certain tales when she says, “They come in, clobber you over the head, and then
go away. As with sections of the Bible, the conciseness makes them seem more
profound.”5 Forgive the over-romanticized notion, but they seem meant for each

Jack Zipes, “The Meaning of Fairy Tale and the Evolution of Culture,” Marvel &
Tales: Journal of Fairy-Tale Studies 25, no. 2 (2011): 221.
4

Joan Acocella, “Once Upon A Time: The Lure of the Fairy Tale,” The New
Yorker, July 23, 2012, 82.
5

4

other. One becomes immediately better because of the other—and dozens of
composers knew this.
Composers too many to name, have chosen to base their works on fairy
tale themes. Some composers chose more demonstrable mediums with physical
or visual components, like opera or ballet, for the telling of their selected tales—
Tchaikovsky’s Sleeping Beauty and Stravinsky’s Firebird being two of the most
popular examples. Other composers attempted more obscure avenues by writing
symphonies and tone poems to tell a fairy tale story. However, it is on the
composers who chose more intimate settings to express their fairy tale that this
study will focus.
There exist several pieces of chamber music based on fairy tale themes
that remain neglected, or in some cases unknown entirely. Robert Schumann
attempted to compose in this vein on two known occasions. His chamber works
Märchenerzählungen, Op. 132, or “Fairy Tale Narratives,” set for piano, viola,
and clarinet, and Märchenbilder, Op. 113, or “Fairy Tale Pictures,” set for piano
and viola, are examples of unspecified tales. Though both compositions
incorporate clear thematic material, the listener is expected to invent his or her
own fairy tale.6 Antonin Dvořák wrote a set of ten short piano pieces for four
hands in the vicinity of fairy tales with his Legends. Because these compositions,
as well as others not mentioned, do not specify their fairy tales, they have been

6

Joseph DuBose, Robert Schumann: Marchenerzahlungen (Fairy Tales), Op.
132, http://www.classical connect.com/ Trio_Music/Schumann/ Marchenerzahlungen/
1245.

5

intentionally left out of this investigation. The ambiguity of plot would make them
too difficult to use in a comparative study.
There are still other composers who have attempted chamber works
based on particular fairy tales that are not clear enough in their writing to
effectively tell some or all of the fairy tale’s plot. In terms of this specific task, the
works of Ravel and Tarakanov greatly outshine that of the others. This is not to
say that these other works are not enjoyable or valuable, and that they should
not be programmed, only that their clarity in communicating the fairy tale is not as
strong as the works analyzed in this study. This includes Leoš Janáček’s
Pohádka, or Fairy Tale, which was written in 1910. It is in three movements and
is based upon the Russian Tale of Tsar Berendey, a distant version of the same
story upon which Stravinsky’s Firebird is based.7 This also means Karol
Szymanowski’s Pieśni księżniczki z baśni, Op. 31, or Songs of a Fairytale
Princess, written in 1915 for voice and piano did not make the cut. These are
complex retellings of short fairy tale-like poems written by the composer’s sister,
but with unclear intentions musically.8 The two pieces discussed in this study
have been selected because the clarity with which the composer is able to tell
the story of one or more specific fairy tales through the intimate setting of the
chamber ensemble is remarkable.

7

Leoš Janáček, Pohádka (Prague: Hudební Matice, 1924).

Anna Iwanicka-Nijakowska, Karol Szymanowski, “Songs of a Fairytale Princess
Op. 31,” accessed May 22, 2013, http://www.culture.pl/web/english/resources-music-fullpage/-/eo_event_asset_publisher/eAN5/content/karol-szymanowski-songs-of-a-fairytaleprincess-op-31.
8

6

The fairy tales covered in these compositions are numerous. Ravel’s Ma
Mère l’Oye, or Mother Goose, written in 1910, includes five fairy tales: they are
Pavane de la Belle au bois dormant, or Pavane of Sleeping Beauty, Petit Poucet,
or Little Tom Thumb, Laideronnette, impératrice des pagodes, or Little Ugly girl,
Empress of the Pagodas, Les entretiens de la belle et de la bête, or
Conversation of Beauty and the Beast, and finally, Le jardin féerique, or The
Fairy Garden. Tarakanov’s Layrets Skazok, or Chest of Fairytales, was written in
1978 and is in four movements that tell four fairy tales: The Story of Little Red
Riding Hood, Thumbelina, Sleeping Beauty, and Little Muck—the Royal
Footman.
Books and articles abound, both in print and online, surrounding the topics
of the complex history of fairy tales, interpreting fairy tales, and analyzing fairy
tales. However, this investigation has merit because there is a clear gap in the
material where the link between fairy tales and classical music, and more
specifically chamber music, should be discussed.
Marie-Louise von Franz, in An Introduction to the Psychology of Fairy
Tales, discusses the complex history of interpreting fairy tales. She touches on
ideas that may be viewed by some as rather radical but she is successful at
remaining objective in her presentation of the ever shifting interpretations that are
possible. In the following passage, she shares a very poignant observation of the
importance of the role that a musical setting can play when it comes to
interpretation of these texts:
After working for many years in this field, I have come to the conclusion
that all fairy tales endeavor to describe one and the same psychic fact, but
7

a fact so complex and far-reaching and so difficult for us to realize in all its
different aspects that hundreds of tales and thousands of repetitions with a
musician’s variations are needed until this unknown fact is delivered into
consciousness; and even then the theme is not exhausted.9
We are, therefore, indebted to the great composers who took the time and were
brave enough to tackle these compositions on fairy-tales.
For thousands of years, scholars have presented varying philosophies,
often shifting with the societal interest at any given time, on the proper way to
understand the fairy tale. These discussions range from the theories of Adolf
Bastien, who said that every individual has a store of Elementargedanken, or
elementary thoughts that are inborn in mankind, and all motives found in
mythology are reproductions of these common thoughts with variations occurring
from nation to nation—to the theories of a modern movement consisting of
ethnologists, archeologist and mythology specialists who approach the fairy tale
from a purely intellectual and scientific perspective. The theories of psychologist,
Karl Jung also enter into the dialogue. In her examination of the movement and
ideas associated with Jung, Franz summarizes his views when she points out
that the temptation for the intellectual can be to “overlook the emotional and
feeling factor, which is always connected with an archetypal image. An
archetypal image is not only a thought-pattern; it is also an emotional experiencethe emotional experience of an individual. Only if it has an emotional and feeling
value for an individual is it alive and meaningful.”10 She goes on to say that this

9

Marie-Louise von Franz, An Introduction to the Psychology of Fairy Tales
(Zürich: Spring Publications, 1975), 1-2.
10

Franz, An Introduction to the Psychology of Fairy Tales, 7.

8

concept can prove difficult for the academic whose whole training has been
working to abandon this element of emotion and feeling. Hopefully, every
classical musician would be comfortable claiming an emotional connection to a
piece of music at any given time.
As we enter into the gray area between fantasy and reality there are a
total of nine fairy tales that will be covered in the chapters that follow, ten if
Sleeping Beauty is counted twice since it is used in both the Ravel and the
Tarakanov. It is important that the reader remembers that fairy tales deal with two
worlds—the world in which we currently live and interact with and an alternate
one in which magic is a common occurrence. This may be difficult to consume at
times, but it is a strength of the fairy tale genre. Roberta Hoffman Markman, has
pointed out that fairy tales “are true because they are capable of expressing the
essence of things…by restoring the imagination to a primary place in human
consciousness through its function of associative, analogical thinking. Moreover,
fairy tales can present this alternative truth without jeopardizing our conscious
scientific categories of the reality of space, time, and causality.”11 Contributing to
generalized knowledge and filling in the holes in information already in existence
regarding the chamber music on fairy tale themes of both Maurice Ravel and
Valery Tarakanov is crucial to both composers and performers alike, and it is an
honor to study and explore these fascinating works.

Roberta Hoffman Markman, “The Fairy Tale: An Introduction to Literature and
the Creative Process,” College English 45, no. 1 (1983): 33.
11

9

CHAPTER TWO
MAURICE RAVEL’S MA MÈRE L’OYE
Maurice Ravel composed his Ma Mère l’Oye between 1908 and 1910. He
originally conceived it as a four-hand piano duet, but rewrote it in a setting for
orchestra in 1911, and then a year later he turned it into a ballet. In a fascinating
account from 1907, a conversation between Ravel and the author of the text to
his song cycle Histoires naturelles, Jules Renard, sheds light on Ravel’s
approach to his compositions based on texts only a year before his work on
Mother Goose began. Renard writes:
M. Ravel, the composer of the Histoires naturelles, dark, rich, elegant,
urges me to go and hear his songs tonight. I told him I know nothing about
music, and asked him what he had been able to add to the Histoires
naturelles. He replied: I did not intend to add anything, only to interpret
them.
But in what way?
I have tried to say in music what you say with words, when you are in front
of a tree, for example. I think and feel in music, and should like to think
and feel the same things as you.12
One could point to several key events in Ravel’s life that occurred before
1907 that may well have contributed to his attitude towards composing. It is only
logical that his training, his major failures, and his road to compositional freedom
would all have a great impact on his mindset when it came to composing. Ravel
began lessons in both piano and harmony at an early age. He received
intermittent training from the Paris Conservatoire between the ages of fourteen
and twenty-eight. There is an account of him and a young friend, both around

12

Jules Renard, Journal, entry for 12 January 1907, quoted and translated by
Arbie Orenstein in Orenstein (ed.), A Ravel Reader: Correspondence, Articles,
Interviews (New York: Columbia University Press, 1990), 36.
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seventeen years old, spending an entire day playing and experimenting with
sounds at the piano. A few years later, Ravel wrote his Habanera for two pianos,
revealing the influence of those days spent exploring new sounds at the piano
throughout it. And it was around this time that he wholeheartedly dedicated
himself to composition.13
Around the turn of the century, while Ravel was continuing his studies in
piano, composition, harmony, and orchestration at the Conservatoire, he was
also writing compositions that were considered to be quite controversial at the
time. Faculty members at the conservatory, for example, thought his now wellloved piece for solo piano, Jeux d’eau, written in 1901, to be “dangerous,” an
attitude that most likely contributed to his humiliations at the renowned annual
competition, the Prix de Rome on more than one occasion. Needing to get away,
Ravel took a long vacation in the summer of 1905, full of everything but
composing. Clear-headed and bursting with fresh perspective upon his return, he
was able to completely break free from the confines placed on him, no doubt,
through his harmony and composition lessons at the relatively conservative Paris
Conservatoire, and he was capable of heading down a different path with his own
original ideas in tow. He was lucky enough, then, to land a contract that would
last throughout his lifetime with the publishing company Durand.14

13

Abbie Orenstein, ed, A Ravel Reader: Correspondence, Articles, Interviews
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1990), 3.
14

Orenstein, A Ravel Reader: Correspondence, Articles, Interviews, 5-6.
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His style is too varied to be summed up in one all-encompassing
description. His writing ranged from the rather simple to the extremely complex,
the techniques of the medieval period to the idioms more closely associated with
the jazz era of the 1920s, the sensible Parisian traditions to sounds taken from
exotic lands, or even from his observations in nature to the ravages of a world
war. Perhaps, an understanding that Ravel’s work on the whole includes a
striking amount of diversity helps to keep perspective that Ma Mère l’Oye is only
one facet of his range. He once said, “My objective, therefore, is technical
perfection. I can strive unceasingly to this end, since I am certain of never being
able to attain it. The important thing is to get nearer to it all the time.”15 His
compositions, in general, are subsequently so enjoyable to analyze because one
knows the care with which he wrote each line. Over the course of the next ten
years, and with his new contract in place, Ravel would write several of his
biggest works for which he is most famous and which have arguably solidified his
place among the great composers of the twentieth century; this would obviously
include Ma Mère l’Oye.16
In an interview that was never completed, Ravel describes his goals
surrounding the creation of Mother Goose:
Ma Mère l’Oye, children’s pieces for piano, four hands, dates from 1908.
My intention in these pieces was to evoke the poetry of childhood, and this
naturally led me to simplify my style and restrain my writing. I extracted a
ballet from this work which was produced at the Theatre des Arts; the

15

Ibid., 38.

16

Ibid., 24-25.
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work was written at Valvins for my young friends Mimie and Jean
Godebski.17
Xavier Godebski and his wife Ida were two of Ravel’s closest friends and their
two children are the “young friends” for whom Ravel wrote the work. The piece
was composed at the Godebski’s country home in Valvins, located in northcentral France. He wrote in a letter to Ida, dated August of 1905, to tell the
children he had “some extraordinary folded paper hens” for Jean and to “kiss the
delicate fingers” of Mimie. His affectionate feelings for the family, especially the
children, is quite evident.18 Ravel considered the piece to be one of his most
important works. He also told an interviewer in 1926 before a concert in
Copenhagen that he loved Hans Christian Andersen and any adventure for that
matter. He said, “I like to tell adventures in music!”19 Hans Christen Andersen
was the Danish author of numerous fairy tales, including the well-known
Thumbelina, which Ravel, curiously enough, chose not to include in this
composition.

Pavane de la Belle au bois dormant
The original version, for four-hand piano, is in five movements. The first
movement, Pavane de la Belle au bois dormant, or Pavane of Sleeping Beauty,
is in A natural-minor, a key that Ravel frequented more than once. In a chapter

17

Ibid., 31.

18

Ibid., 74.

19

Orenstein, A Ravel Reader: Correspondence, Articles, Interviews, 440.
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describing his research on the harmony that Ravel uses throughout his chamber
music, Mark DeVoto notices the harmonic resemblance of this to many of his
other pieces and refers to it as a characteristic of Ravel’s style. He states, “The
very identification of A minor in this work (Sonata for Violin and Piano) points to
Ravel’s obsession, one might even say, with a characteristic A minor style that
recurs in the ‘Pavane de la Belle au bois dormant’ of Ma Mère l’Oye, the Sonata
for Violin and Cello, the Scherzo movement of the String Quartet and the Piano
Trio.”20 The movement is also set as a pavane, a stately dance for couples in
slow duple time originating in the sixteenth century and used frequently as a
processional or introductory piece. This brings to mind another of Ravel’s
compositions, Pavane pour une Infante défunte, or The Pavane for a Dead
Princess, for solo piano. This work bears no relation to the work discussed here,
but it is worth drawing attention to because they obviously have a good deal in
common. Clearly, both pieces have a common function as a pavane and both
pieces share a Princess as the central focus. The Pavane for a Dead Princess
began as a work for the piano and also was later turned into a ballet. It is an
earlier piece as it was written in 1899 when Ravel was only twenty-four years old,
but it is full of the same lyricism and accessibility of the Pavane for Sleeping
Beauty. It was re-worked in 1910 as a ballet and perhaps was a contributing
factor as to why shortly thereafter Ma Mère l’Oye was even on his mind as an
option for another piece to re-work into a ballet.

Mark DeVoto, “Harmony in the Chamber Music,” in The Cambridge Companion
to Ravel, ed. Deborah Mawer (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 98.
20
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The Sleeping Beauty is a fairy tale legitimized by Charles Perrault, a writer
born in Paris in 1628. The history of most fairy tales is a complex one because
the oral story telling tradition existed for generations before any of the tales were
ever written down. When Perrault wrote Sleeping Beauty around 1697, its plot
would have already been quite well known. He was, however, the first to have it
published, along with a set of eight short stories titled Histoires ou contes du
temps passé, avec des moralités: Contes de ma mère l’Oye, or Stories or Tales
from Times Past, with Morals; Tales of Mother Goose.21 One must keep in mind
that this, like all fairy tales, includes magical phenomenon and expects that the
reader will think of these occurrences as nothing more than a normal part of life.
Donald Haase, in his article “Yours, Mine, or Ours? Perrault, The Brothers
Grimm, and the Ownership of Fairy Tales,” says, “Like the Bible, fairy tales—
especially the classic tales of Charles Perrault and the Brothers Grimm—hold a
revered if not sacred place in modern Western culture. Often thought to reach
back like sacred works to “times past,” to some ancient, pristine age in which
their original tellers spoke mythic words of revelation, folk and fairy tales are
endowed by many readers with unassailable moral and even spiritual
authenticity.”22
As the story goes, a King and Queen desired to have a child but struggled
for many years. One day, finally, they had a little girl who they treasured

D.L. Ashliman, Charles Perrault’s Mother Goose Tales, accessed May 23,
2013, http://www.pitt.edu/~dash/perrault.html.
21

Donald Haase, “Yours, Mine, or Ours? Perrault, The Brothers Grimm, and the
Ownership of Fairy Tales,” Merveilles & contes 7, no. 2 (1993): 383.
22

15

supremely. Because she was so very special to them, they invited all of the
fairies in the land to attend her christening. Once the festivities were well on their
way, an older fairy entered the room and gruffly announced her contempt at not
having been invited. Still, the young fairies presented gifts to the Princess that
only fairies can give: that she would have more beauty than anyone in the world,
move with incredible grace, possess mad skills on the dance floor, and have the
ability to sing and master every instrument imaginable, etc. The old fairy,
however, still bitter at having been forgotten, laid a curse upon the Princess that
one day she would pierce her hand on a sewing spindle and die from the injury.
Reacting immediately, one of the young fairies quickly used her power to lessen
the blow of the curse and announced that the Princess wouldn’t die from the
wound but instead would fall into a deep sleep for one hundred years until a
King’s son came and woke her.23
Just as predicted, some years later the Princess happened upon a woman
spinning in an upstairs room of the castle and curiously asked to try it out. The
Princess pierced her hand with the spindle and promptly collapsed. After she was
laid on a bed of gold and silver in the most beautiful room in the palace, the same
good fairy who had saved her many years ago put everyone else in the castle to
sleep as well so as not to alarm the poor Princess upon her awakening as she
would not recognize anyone. A thick cover of trees and brambles grew up around
the castle and hid it from view for nearly a hundred years.
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One day, the current King’s son questioned the towers he could see
above the dense trees. An old peasant told him that the most beautiful princess
lay sleeping there waiting to be awakened by a Prince. The Prince was greatly
moved by these words and knew with certainty that he was the one destined to
accomplish this feat. As he neared the castle all of the trees and low branches
began to part to allow a way for the Prince to pass. No one was able to follow
him, though, as the branches closed up behind him and did not permit anyone
else through. F. C. Tilney’s translation of Perrault’s tale tries to capture this
moment where the Prince approaches the castle completely alone. He says, “A
frightful silence reigned around; death seemed everywhere present. On every
side, nothing was to be seen but the bodies of men and animals stretched out
apparently lifeless.”24 After what seemed like an incredibly long walk, the Prince
saw the stunning Princess, at last. Again, Tilney’s translation of Perrault’s
description of this moment for the Prince is worded so nicely. He says that her
“dazzling beauty shone with a radiance which scarcely seemed to belong to this
world.” She awoke, no mention of a kiss here, and they both instantly fell in love.
The Prince and Princess live a happy life together and have two lovely children of
their own. The story should end there. But, unfortunately, Perrault goes on to
include a horrid twist involving an ogress mother-in-law. Literally, the Prince’s
mother is an ogre and wants to eat their two beautiful children and the Princess
while the Prince is away at war. With the help of a sneaky cook and his protective
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wife, the children and the Princess manage to escape the mother-in-law until the
Prince returns just in time to throw his mother into the pot she has boiling for her
feast.25 And so, almost all of them live happily ever after.
Unlike movements two, three, and four of the piece, Maurice Ravel does
not provide any text in the score in movements one or five to aid in pinpointing
the exact scene from the tale he wished to exemplify. The plot of The Sleeping
Beauty includes many twists and turns. Ravel clearly did not try to capture the
entirety of the story in the first movement of his Ma Mère l’Oye. He didn’t need to.
The story is fairly well known. What he did attempt to do, however, was capture
one precise scene from it. It is important that the whole story be known in order
to give context to this specific scene. It is the scene in which words fall short.
Remember the quote from 1907 in which Ravel describes his attempts to say
with music that which others say with words and in their thoughts. Perrault,
numerous translators, and thousands of others who told the story before him
probably tried and failed to wholly describe what it was like for the young Prince
to be walking alone through the silent woods as the trees and bushes made a
way for him to pass and he headed towards such a bewildering circumstance. He
is experiencing both terror at the woods parting and the seemingly dead all
around him, no doubt, and a sense of ecstasy at the same time because of the
prospect that he could be walking to meet his love to change the whole course of
his future. Ravel probably knew, as well as any of us that there is too much
emotion encompassed in this kind of a walk for words alone to accurately
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portray. As humans, we can understand only a portion of what he was
experiencing by imagining it and by relating it to something from our own
experiences. But Ravel is able to paint it with sound. Never could this young
man’s passage through the woods towards the castle become more real than
through this music.
The short scene of the young Prince processing through the woods has to
be the focus for Ravel’s movement because of its length, only five four-bar
phrases, its mood, rather subdued and mysterious, and its function as a Pavane,
which would be used to represent someone processing. The only other
processional that could be included in this fairy-tale would be at the wedding of
the Prince and Princess. However, this composition is much too mystifying to be
depicting such a celebratory moment. The sparse texture and slowly unfolding
linear nature of it are all contributing factors to this conclusion. Furthermore, it
could not be portraying a despondent kind of sadness experienced by all those
who witnessed the Princess’ initial collapse because everyone in attendance
knew that the curse had been lightened and that the Princess was only in a deep
sleep. They would not have been in a state of mourning. Ravel knew this plot
point, as well, and surely in his perfectionist mind-set wouldn’t have mistakenly
made the moment she falls asleep more significant than it was in relation to what
is yet to come.
Ravel’s setting for four-hand piano works wonderfully in this case because
there are two central characters in this particular scene and each piano part can
represent one or the other at any given time. He chooses the natural minor side
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of A for his setting, using G♮’s entirely throughout the composition. The seconda
piano part includes passing F♯’s that could be called chromatic passing tones, or
rather could be heard as suggestions of the A Dorian mode. This creates a
noticeable modal sound that would appropriately portray a great deal of antiquity
for this situation. In this precise moment, the Princess has already been sleeping
for one hundred years and the world around her has changed considerably.
Ravel’s key choice is a good complement to this plot point.
Another significant feature of the first movement is the uninterrupted
quarter note. Ravel indicates a tempo marking of quarter note equals fifty-eight.
This perpetual beat, as seen in figure 2.1, resembles the heartbeat of one who
has been resting for a long time, a hundred years even! It also matches the slow
pace of one who walks with trepidation through an unpredictable forest. This socalled heartbeat and footfall passes between the two pianos every four bars the
same way a camera filming this scenario would pan back and forth between the
sleeping Princess and the Prince who walks towards her. It is quite a romantic
notion that the tempo of his footsteps matched that of her quiet heartbeat.

Figure 2.1. Perpetual quarter notes in prima piano (mm. 13-15)26
26
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The form of the movement could be thought of as an extremely miniature
sonata form or more traditionally, rounded binary. One can clearly see in this
movement how rounded binary birthed the larger sonata form. This is certainly
not the only interpretation, and viewing the movement as a compound ternary
form would not be remiss either. However, notice that there are two separate
themes, A and B, beginning in measures (mm.) one and four with a varying
phrase that follows in m. 9, followed by a return to material like the beginning, A’
and B’, like a recapitulation. It works on a basic level and for the purpose of
drawing attention to the extreme care with which Ravel constructed this petite
movement. The second theme, B, includes the F♯’s which hint at a new tonal
area. The third phrase, C, is entirely new material, especially when compared
with the similarity of the first two phrases. The C theme, beginning in the pickup
to m. 9, is chant-like and includes significantly expanded harmonic material, the
same way that a development section would.
Whereas the first two phrases stick to material centered around i, iv, and
the minor v, the third phrase comprises borrowed dominants and mode mixture.
Measure 11 includes a C seven chord, the V7 of vi, or F, which does not resolve
as expected. This, instead, moves to a D minor triad in first inversion on beat
two, to a G major chord on beat three, E minor on beat four, and then lands on
an A major seventh chord. The D minor triad could be heard as a pivot chord
between A minor (iv) and D minor (i). Then, analyzing in D minor, one might hear
the G major chord as a IV, modal borrowing from the major side of D, whereas
another might hear this entire phrase as hinting at the Dorian mode. Either way,
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this moves to a familiar and predictable minor ii, V7, i progression. This shift in
tonal center becomes apparent because of the movement in the bass by fifths.
Beginning in m. 10, the bass line moves exclusively in descending fifths until it
finally moves from A7 to D, tonicizing D minor momentarily. Ravel begins to shift
us back to A minor in m. 13 even with a D pedal tone in the bass and the
repetitive quarter note F♮ in the prima part. The exact melody from the beginning
returns in the right hand of the prima part and by m. 16, with the octave E’s, it is
clear that we are heading back to A minor via the dominant. The B’ phrase, then,
hovers over a pedal E in the bass and D quarter note pulses making the listener
hear a v9 that finally resolves to A minor after being delayed even further through
a 6-5 suspension in the seconda part and an appoggiatura on the prima side.27
To discuss the particulars of what each phrase represents in terms of the
fairy tale plot would be mere speculation. But, upon hearing the movement, it is
not difficult to imagine a wide eyed young man slowly making his way through a
parting woods, moving this way because he has never been so full of wonder
before. At the entrance of the prima piano in the upper register and because of
the chromatic movement in the seconda piano, one begins to experience the
feelings of worry that something might be unsafe in the woods and the fright that
takes hold of the young Prince at seeing all of the sleeping bodies who appear to
be dead everywhere he looks. The short pause at the end of the second phrase,
final feeling because of the v to i cadential movement, hints at a hesitation in the
Prince’s steps. This can be seen in figure 2.2.
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Figure 2.2. Prima v-i cadence (mm. 6-8)

Here, he could have considered stopping, overburdened by the frozen
scene around him and the painfully quiet isolation in every direction. But
something sweet, a far off thought of the waiting Princess perhaps, keeps him
moving forward. The third phrase, like a chant, could easily be heard as this
female voice calling the Prince onward. With the beginning of the third phrase,
the material from the opening, Ravel tells the listener that the Prince does not
stop but, instead, bravely decides to continue his journey through the woods. It is
still filled with mystery, anticipation, and the unknown, indicated by the return of
the chromatic material and upper register melody from the second phrase. We do
not get to the end of the story in this case. The listener isn’t privy to whether the
Prince discovers at the end of the path a Princess or rather some hidden terror.
But anyone who knows the fairy tale knows what he finds. Anyone who knows
how this tale ends can appreciate the short-lived glimpse, given to us by Ravel,
into the passage of this young Prince, who moves from a curious boy to a brave
man, as he travels through the woods. It is a perfect moment to isolate.
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Petit Poucet
The second movement of Ma Mère l‘Oye is based on the fairy tale Petit
Poucet, or Little Tom Thumb. Ravel includes a quote from Charles Perrault’s
version of the story in his score. The performers and audience who may not
know the plot line discover through the quote only that, “He believed he’d easily
find his way because of the bread that he’d strewn all along his path; but he was
very surprised to find not a single crumb: the birds had come and eaten
everything.”28 This intriguing situation reminds one of a similar plot point found in
Hansel and Gretel, the famous German tale recorded by the brothers Jacob and
Wilhelm Grimm in their collected folk tales in 1857, and it is not difficult to infer
the rest of the plot.29 This tale however has its origins in the same set from which
Sleeping Beauty emerged in 1697 in Paris.
The story of Little Tom Thumb begins with a very poor couple who had
seven sons. Because the sons were not yet old enough to earn a living, they
were a great burden to the poor couple. Their youngest son, especially, drained
them because he was “very diminutive, and, when first born, scarcely bigger than
one’s thumb, and so they called him Little Thumbling.”30 One year, in the midst of
a terrible famine, the father decided that he and his wife could no longer care for
their children and that the best thing to do for them would be to lose them deep in
28
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the woods when they weren’t paying attention. The wife realized that watching
her children die of hunger would be much worse than losing them in the woods
and so she agreed. The entire conversation was overheard by Little Thumbling,
and he immediately began to make a plan. He went to the river early the next
morning and gathered up a pocketful of white pebbles. When his father took the
children to work with him in the thick forest, Little Thumbling left a trail the entire
way. Sure enough, when the children were busy with their tasks, the mother and
father quickly stole away. The children were obviously terrified the moment they
realized they were alone, but Little Thumbling was able to reassure them and
lead them straight back to their home via his trail of pebbles.31
For a time after the incident the family did tolerably well. They were
reimbursed some money owed to them and were able to feed the entire family
temporarily. Shortly though, the money ran out and the parents were faced with
the same miserable situation. They decided, yet again, to lose their seven sons
in the woods, knowing they couldn’t watch them starve. Little Thumbling
overheard the plan and just like the first time decided to go to the river early in
the morning. To his shock, though, the doors to their home were double locked
and he couldn’t get out to collect the pebbles. Instead, he would have to use the
bread from breakfast to leave a path of crumbs and save his brothers. So, the
family trekked out into the woods and at the darkest and thickest spot, the
parents abandoned the unsuspecting children. At this point in the story occurs
the quote used by Ravel in the Ma Mère l’Oye score. Little Thumbling thought he
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was fine and had nothing to worry about until he looked back at the path and saw
nothing. The birds had apparently eaten all of his bread crumbs leaving not a
speck behind. The children are immediately filled with terror at realizing their
desertion.32
Little Thumbling led the petrified group through the woods towards a tiny
light he could see off in the distance. Unfortunately, he led them straight to the
house of an ogre who wished to eat them all for supper. The ogre’s wife kindly
convinced her husband to wait until morning to feast on the children and allowed
them to sleep in a bed across from her own seven daughters. Clever Little
Thumbling awoke in the middle of the night, afraid that the ogre might change his
mind about waiting until morning to eat them, and swapped his and his brothers’
nightcaps for the small crowns atop the ogre’s daughters’ heads. As anticipated,
the ogre stumbled into the children’s bedroom in the middle of the night unable to
contain his appetite. He blindly felt the top of the heads with crowns and knew
these were the heads of his daughters. Without a pause, he went straight to the
other bed and slit the throats of the seven children sleeping there, his own
daughters. When morning came and the bloody spectacle came to light, the
enraged ogre set out to track down the escaped boys and seek his revenge. 33
After a long search, the ogre grew tired and decided it best to stop for a
rest. The brothers watched as the ogre laid down and fell asleep. Little
Thumbling stealthily pulled the ogres boot off and returned to the ogre’s house.
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There, he convinced the wife that her husband was in great danger and had
been captured by robbers. He told her that the robbers had demanded all of the
gold and silver the ogre had or he would be killed, and he said that the ogre had
begged him to run and come tell her this so he could bring all his money back to
the scene and save him. The smart little thing used the boots as proof! The story
ends with Little Thumbling scurrying joyfully back to his father’s house carrying a
heavy load of the entirety of the ogre’s wealth.34
Ravel makes it clear to us which scene he is most interested in and
chooses for his setting of the story in the second movement. He must have taken
notice of the moments where the children are alone in the woods, having been
deserted by their parents. These particular moments have similarities to that of
the first movement. Just like in The Sleeping Beauty, Ravel understood that the
emotions involved in this situation cannot adequately be described with words.
The horrifying minutes where the boys are traipsing through the woods, realize
they are abandoned, and Little Thumbling discovers that their bread crumb
salvation has been completely stolen by the birds are beyond comprehension for
most of us who have never been through something so scary.
To portray the experiences of the young boys in the woods, Ravel uses
numerous composition techniques throughout the second movement of Ma Mère
l’Oye. The major technique that one notices straightaway in the introduction is
the perpetual eighth notes at a moderate tempo in the seconda piano. Both
hands of the seconda part are reading treble clef and are in the mid-range of the
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piano, creating interesting obstacles for the pianists’ hands to weave around
throughout most of the movement. These continuous eighth notes are ascending
scale patterns for the first four measures and are harmonized in varying
combinations of major and minor thirds. These thirds stay within the C minor
tonality established in the first measure, but include varying accidentals because
of the use of the melodic minor scale. Living up to my expectations though, Ravel
uses A♮’s and B♮’s in ascending patterns, except for the first three notes of the
prima piano part, as seen in figure 2.3. And he generally uses A♭’s and B♭’s as
he descends.

Figure 2.3. Opening eighths in seconda piano (mm. 1-4)

Rhythmically, these eighth notes are grouped in extraordinary ways to
produce a strong sense of forward movement in anticipation of what’s to come.
Each successive ascending pattern grows in intensity as Ravel adds more eighth
notes, growing from three, to seven, to eight, then ten, each time climbing higher.
He does not organize them by placing them neatly on the downbeats. The
listener is immediately bewildered, just as the brothers were, as to where the
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downbeat is occurring, and the grouping of the beats is instantly obscure, just like
the path back home was. Another factor in this introduction that contributes to
the tension and anxiety experienced in the woods is the use of mixed meter. The
piece begins in 2/4 in m. 1 and continually increases in each measure by one full
beat- 3/4 in m. 2, then 4/4, and 5/4. This type of meter mixing continues
throughout the entire piece, though certainly not changing every single measure.
The addition and subtraction of beats throughout the movement keeps the
listener from settling in to a predictable beat pattern and successfully contributes
to the unsettled feelings of the lost boys.35
The material for the entire movement is derived from only two themes.
The first theme begins with the pick-ups to m. 5, the three ascending eighth
notes followed by a descending minor third. The second theme begins in m. 12
with a descending minor third pattern reminiscent of parts of the first theme but
clearly shifted to the relative major, Eb. The first theme could be thought of as
Tom’s theme because of its initial solitary appearance, like a single story-teller
taking us through Tom’s perspective from the exact moment when he looks
behind him and sees the absence of his trail without really believing what his
eyes are seeing. Theme two, then, could be called the reality theme. This theme
follows the discovery that there are no crumbs on the trail and includes the boys
panic and shock as the reality of the situation sinks in. This is clear because
theme two includes more motion in the melody and an obvious climax in m. 19,
experienced because of the triplet figure in m. 17 and the ascending figure in
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both piano parts combined with a steep increase in dynamics, the loudest and
most dramatic moment thus far.
The beginning of theme one, Tom’s theme, is instantly recognizable
because of the planing effect that stands out as Ravel harmonizes the G-A-B♭-G
melody with C minor-D minor-E♭ major and then back to C minor. The
sparseness of this melody represents the isolated feelings of Little Thumbling as
he realizes his bread crumb trail is missing. Even with his brothers present, he is
left feeling alone and helpless because of the failure of his plan to save them. He
inadvertently placed the responsibility of their lives in his own hands when he
overheard his parents’ plan and did not share it with the others, but, instead,
thought he could save them on his own.
The material from theme one begins the phrase in m. 9, as well, and
serves as a short two bar answer to the opening phrase. We hear this planing
figure again in m. 23 but only in fragmented form and always evoking the same
lonely feelings for Little Thumbling. An added descending chromatic figure and
repetition of the fragment down an octave both contribute to the mysterious
ambiance of the woods. The figure occurs again in m. 27 but this time in a
modified rhythm and in a sequence that builds through seven bars to a strong
climax painting the panicked feelings experienced by the young boys as they try
to make a plan to save themselves. Here, in m. 40, we hear a return of theme
two down a fifth on the level of Ab. It is heard in a new key, G minor, in m. 57 in
the seconda piano while the prima piano includes sound effects that evoke a
woods scene. As we see in figure 2.4, there are birds clattering, taunting Little
30

Thumbling after they stole a tasty snack from him. And there are cuckoo birds
that contribute to the whirling effect through mm. 51-54, perhaps as Little
Thumbling’s head swirls while looking up at the huge trees, completely befuddled
as to what to do next.

Figure 2.4. Birds in prima piano (mm. 51-54)

Theme one makes an appearance again in m. 60, this time in its original
key and in its entirety. We hear it for the last time at the very end of the
movement, but with one major change. The minor third descends and lands on a
C major chord this time, leaving the listener with a glimmer of hope.36

Laideronnette, Impératrice des Pagodas
The third movement of Ravel’s Ma Mère l’Oye, is based on the fairy tale
by Madame D’Aulnoy, The Green Serpent, though the title of Ravel’s movement
translates, Little Ugly Girl, Empress of the Pagodas. D’Aulnoy played a significant
role in the history of fairy tales and took part in their growing popularity. In his
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article, “The Meaning of Fairy Tale and the Evolution of Culture,” Jack Zipes
writes that the term fairy tale wasn’t used by writers until D’Aulnoy used and
coined it in 1697. She published a collection of stories, contes de fees, or tales
about fairies, and left quite a mark. Zipes also talks about D’Aulnoy’s impact after
her novel, which included nymphs and fairies, was published in 1690. He writes
that, “D’Aulnoy’s tales mark what is lacking in the mundane world and depict how
fairies must intervene to compensate for human foibles.” She was an avid
advocate for her tales about fairies and would take them to Parisian salons and
read them aloud. Zipes says that her tales were “part of a creative explosion that
became contagious.”37
As in the second movement, Ravel includes a quotation from D’Aulnoy’s
story in the score. It reads, “She undressed herself and went into the bath.
Pagodas and Pagodines soon began to sing and play instruments: some had
theorbos made of nut shells and some had viols made of almond shells; for it
was necessary for them to have instruments of their own small proportions.”38
This quote eliminates any ambiguity as to the topic of Ravel’s third movement.
Surely, the songs played in honor of Laideronette had caught his attention.
Perhaps a less familiar fairy tale for American audiences, the story of The
Green Serpent begins with a queen who has twin daughters, and in a custom
similar to that which occurs at the beginning of The Sleeping Beauty, the queen
invites all of the fairies nearby to come and celebrate the birth of the twin girls.
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Once the festivities were under way, the oldest fairy of the land arrives,
Magotine, vexed at having not been invited. She made her way to where the twin
princesses lie sleeping and laid a curse on one that she should be “the ugliest
creature in the world.”39 When the other fairies realized what Magotine was doing
they ran over and prevented her from doing the same to the second princess.
The cruel fairy immediately fled the scene. Meanwhile, the good fairies tried to
console the poor Queen and promised her that at a set time the princess would
be very happy. That was all the solace they could promise before they left.
The Queen decided to name her two daughters, Laideronette, from the
French adjective for ugly or unsightly laid, and Bellotte, from the French belle, or
beautiful. Laideronette became increasingly ugly with each passing minute while
her sister grew more beautiful and charming. When Laideronette turned twelve
she begged her parents to allow her to shut herself away in the castle, ashamed
at her ghastly appearance. There she remained for two lonely years until she
decided her desire to see her parents once again outweighed her desire to
remain hidden. The very day she chose to reappear turned out to be her sister’s
wedding day. No one was happy to see her and her family told her she had
grown even uglier. Painfully and silently, she returned to her secluded castle.40
One day when Laideronette was out for a walk a green serpent appeared
before her and began to speak. It said, “Laideronette, you are not alone in
misfortune. Look at my horrible form, and learn that I was born even more
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beautiful than you.”41 The princess was petrified and ran away. Soon after her
encounter with the snake a mysterious boat, seemingly guided by fate, made its
way towards her. Curious, she climbed aboard and was surprised when it began
to sail away. She was helplessly taken away by the boat until it crashed against
some rocks and split in two. Laideronette was rescued from the wreckage by the
same green serpent. He explained to her that he was much nicer than he
appeared if only she would get to know him; it was his fate to frighten everyone
he met. Rejected and sulking, he threw himself into the water and left
Laideronette to fend for herself on a huge rock. She closed her eyes and fell
asleep, assured that this was the place she would die. It was here, though, that
she began to hear faint music. Instruments and voices combined to present a
song about how she would find her happiness here and “suffer Cupid’s dart.”42
When she opened her eyes, she no longer sat upon the huge rock, but instead,
was in a magnificent room with gold paneling. As she was looking around and
admiring all of the beautiful flowers and ships in every direction, she saw
hundreds of pagodas walking towards her. In this case, pagodas and pagodinas
refer to small Chinese figures made of porcelain that were used for decorating,
not the traditional Asian buildings with multiple eaves. However, these pagodas
were special as they formed an entire race who appeared in all shapes and sizes
and magically came to life to inhabit a whole island. Elizabeth Lee’s translation of
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D’Aulnoy’s The Green Serpent describes the fascinating scene that Laideronette
saw coming towards her. It says:
The biggest were about an arm’s length in height, and the smallest not
more than four fingers; some beautiful, graceful, and pleasant looking;
others hideous, and of a terrible ugliness. They were of diamonds,
emeralds, rubies, pearls, crystal, amber, coral, porcelain, gold, silver,
brass, bronze, iron, wood, clay; some without arms, others without feet,
with mouths reaching from ear to ear, squint eyes, flat noses. In short,
there is not greater unlikeness between the creatures who inhabit the
world than there was between those pagodas.43
After they entertained her with songs and dancing, they led her to a place
adorned with gold and crystals, where she might take a bath. Laideronette had
never been treated so well in all her life. The little creatures found her completely
charming and therefore adored her. In the bath house, she noticed that there
were two wash basins present and was told that the second one was intended for
the King of the Pagodas who was away at war. After inquiring about his marital
status and learning that he was single because he hasn’t been able to find a
worthy bride, Laideronette undressed and with that we are at the scene included
in the text of Ravel’s score. After she entered the bath, the Pagodas and
Pagodinas played their tiny instruments for her and sang her songs. D’Aulnoy
notes that “everything was so exact and harmonized so well that nothing could
be more delightful than these concerts.”44
These merry moments continued for the princess for quite some time. One
night, when she could not sleep, she wondered aloud how long she might stay in

43

D’Aulnoy, The Fairy Tales of Madame D’Aulnoy, 254.

44

Ibid., 255.

35

this tiny republic and what would become of her. A voice replied to her
wonderings, “If you would love, you would at once be conscious that it is quite
possible to be happy for a very long time in a palace or even in a lonely desert
with one we love.”45 This voice turned out to be that of the King, who respected,
admired, and even loved her, but remained hidden. He told her that he too was
under a curse that would last seven years. He had only two years remaining and
because the sound of his voice brought Laideronette so much happiness, he
convinced her to marry him. At the end of his curse, she would finally be able to
see him back in his true form and Laideronette’s terrible curse would be broken,
as well. But just like Orpheus was not permitted to look back at Eurydice,
Laideronette was not permitted to look at him until the remaining two years of his
curse had been served. Fatal curiosity got the best of her, though, and she had
to see her husband. At that instant, she looked and shrieked at his hideous form
and he was mysteriously whisked away.
Trouble erupted, then, and an incredible battle between the marionettes,
led by the wicked Magotine, and the pagodas, ensued. Laideronette was taken
captive by Magotine, but with the help of the Fairy Protectress and after enduring
much torture, a walk through Hades, and a conversation with Cupid, both the
Green Serpent and his queen were reunited once again in their true and beautiful
forms. Magotine’s wicked powers were useless against those of Love. Love, as
foreshadowed in the first song she heard while stranded on the rock, led them
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back into the light and they resumed their rightful positions as King and Queen of
the Kingdom of Pagody.46
Surely familiar with the utopian story, Ravel zoomed in on a tremendous
moment of music to bring to life in the third movement of his Ma Mère l’Oye suite.
Paradoxically, his lens zooms in so closely that the rest of the story almost
becomes unnecessary. But knowing the context for the quote he includes in his
score only makes the scene richer and therefore, important. It is shortly after
Laideronette has been introduced to the pagodas and pagodinas that she learns
they have marvelous talents of singing, playing instruments, and dancing. A
hundred graceful little beings are appointed to look after her and the first thing
they do is get her set up to take a bath. While she is bathing, the tiny creatures
play a gracious concert for her on their miniature hand-made instruments. Each
reader certainly imagines the sound of the pagoda’s music in his or her own
mind, but only until Ravel gives us his interpretation does the scene truly come to
life.
Ravel begins the piece with an immediate evocation of an exotic land
through his use of the pentatonic scale. In fact, he doesn’t use a pitch outside of
the pentatonic C♯-D♯-F♯-G♯-A♯ set of pitches, conveniently all black keys, until
twenty-five bars into the movement. And even at that point, he introduces a B♯
harmonized with open fifths, keeping the listener in a familiar frame of mind, and
perhaps hinting at a comfort with borrowing notes from F♯ major. He uses the

46

D’Aulnoy. The Green Serpent, 255-270.

37

seconda piano to help create a situation which instantly feels slightly bizarre as it
starts with groups of two eighth notes on the weak beats in 2/4 with interjections
from the right hand on the downbeats. This emphasis of the down beat in the
right hand only lasts for four measures before he obscures its placement by
speeding up the frequency of the interjections and placing them on the second
half, the ‘and’, of beats one and two. The left-hand figures fuse together and
become a repeating string of six ascending eighth notes, a strange grouping in
two, no doubt. Meanwhile, the prima piano has entered in m. 9, as shown in
figure 2.5, with quick sixteenth note figures in a high register of the instrument.
These figures seem more like fragments of a melody than an actual theme
themselves. The sixteenth note fragments are oddly divided into two sevenmeasure phrases plus one beat. The resulting effect is cyclical figures that
suggest the feeling of spinning. It is not difficult to envision the fast paced steps
of the pagodas and pagodinas as they enthusiastically entertain their guests. 47
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Figure 2.5. Theme in prima piano (mm. 9-13)

The form of the third movement is a predictable rounded binary—A, B,
and a return to A’. The A section is made up of two related sections, a and b,
clearly divided by the change in texture and character in m. 32. The B section,
then, begins in m. 65, when the prima piano drops out and lets the seconda
piano ring gong-like tones, as seen in figure 2.6, for twenty-four bars. This new
theme, a descending perfect fourth followed by an ascending major second,
appears numerous times throughout the section. It even appears in canon with
the prima part at its entrance in m. 89. This gong theme, as it begs to be called,
further emphasizes the focus on music from the Far East. Ravel conceivably
references Balinese Gamelan music throughout this section as Gamelan music is
known for its use of percussion instruments, gongs, xylophones, and its use of
repetition and overlapping ideas. It also would have been fitting to reference the
traditions of Bali here because their music is traditionally used for dances,
ceremonies, processionals, and occasions like the one we’re dealing with here.48
This composition choice may have been brewing in the back of Ravel’s mind for
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some time, as fourteen-year-old Ravel heard the exotic sounds of Gamelan
music at the Paris Exposition of 1889 and was, no doubt, turned on to its
distinctive and colorful traits.49

Figure 2.6. Gong theme in seconda piano (mm. 65-72)

Ravel uses this striking sound in the B section to signify an important shift
in the action. Whereas the A section involved spinning and whirling motives,
bringing to mind the joyful dancing and quick movements of the tiny people of
Pagody, the B section seems to suggest a stillness amongst the people as their
attention turns to a regal entrance being made with the sounding of the gong.
This undoubtedly is the moment when Laideronette makes her entrance as the
ruler over the pagodas and pagodinas and they watch her in awe.50
In a moment of pure genius, Ravel brings back the thematic material from
the A section in the prima piano in m. 138 while the regal gong theme continues
in the seconda piano. The effect is mesmerizing. The tranquil scene that was
known in the B section suddenly erupts into a joyful celebration where the
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pagodas and pagodinas return to their whirling dances with the presence of the
Queen simultaneously known and felt by all. The movement ends with a powerful
crescendo through nine measures of repetitive turning figures in the prima part
until four final brilliant gongs are rung.51

Les entretiens de la Belle et de la Bête
Keeping with the trend set in the second and third movements of Ma Mère
l’Oye, Ravel includes a direct quote from Madame Le Prince de Beaumont’s
Beauty and the Beast at the beginning of the score of the fourth movement. This
fairy tale, more so than Perrault’s Little Tom Thumb and D’Aulnoy’s The Green
Serpent, has become popularized by numerous children’s books, a movie
version in 1946 and various other movie remakes, a TV series airing from 19871990, an animated version by Walt Disney in 1991, and the Broadway musical
which ran from 1994-2007 with much success.
This movement, The Conversations of Beauty and the Beast, also like the
other movements, focuses on specific scenes from the fairy tale story. The
conversations Ravel includes in the score gives a great deal of insight into the
focus points in his music.52 It reads:
-“When I think of your good heart, you do not seem so ugly to me.”- “Oh!
Yes lady! I have a good heart, but I am a monster.”- “There are many men
who are more monsters than you.”- “If I had the spirit, I would have a great
compliment to thank you, but I am a beast.”
… “Beauty, would you be my wife?”- “No, Beast!”…
51
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“I die happy because I have the pleasure to see you again.”- “No, my dear
Beast, you will not die: you will live to be my husband!”… The beast had
disappeared and there stood at his feet a prince more beautiful than love
and he thanked her for having finished his spell.53
Once again, because fairy tales evolved through the oral tradition there
are various accounts in existence of any single tale. However, the story that was
written down by Beaumont is the most popularly known version. Because Ravel
includes direct quotes from her writing, we know this is the version he was
familiar with. Jeanne Marie Le Prince de Beaumont was a French writer born in
1711. Beginning in her late thirties, she spent nearly fifteen years serving as a
governess in London. It was during this period that she wrote many of her
children’s stories, probably inspired by the children who were in her care and
were undoubtedly the center of her life through this time. These works included
her version of Beauty and the Beast, recorded in 1756.54
According to Madame Beaumont’s version, the story begins with a rich
merchant, the father of three sons and three daughters. The youngest of them, a
daughter, was remarkably more beautiful than her sisters and for her entire life
answered to the name “Beauty.” This was the cause of great jealousy from her
sisters and they were increasingly mean to their little sister, who remained kind
and gentle nevertheless. When their father lost everything he owned he was
forced to move to a small house in the country. Only Beauty and her brothers
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assisted their father with his work in the country, while the older sisters
contributed nothing. One day, while coming home from a trip, the merchant lost
his way in the woods. As the night threatened to overtake him he stumbled upon
a castle. When no one came to the door and not a soul answered his calls, the
exhausted merchant helped himself into the castle and warmed himself by the
fire. When he awoke it was morning and he wandered outside where he picked a
rose to bring back to his youngest daughter. At that instant, a Beast lunged
towards him and yelled in an awful voice. The Beast demanded that in exchange
for his life he must convince one of his daughters to come to the castle in his
place.55
Of course, when the merchant returned to his home, Beauty volunteered
to sacrifice herself in the place of her father. She returned to the castle and
prepared herself to be eaten by the Beast. She was surprised when she found a
room with her name on the door. In it, she discovered book cases, a piano, and a
magic mirror. It began to dawn on her that maybe she wouldn’t be eaten and that
maybe the Beast was kind-hearted. That evening, the Beast initiates their first
conversation. He inquires if he could watch while she eats her supper. It is in this
scene that the first quote Ravel includes in the score is found. The Beast tells
Beauty that everything in the castle is hers and that he wants her to be happy
there. He asks her if she finds him ugly. She agrees but also tells him that she
thinks he is kind. She goes on to say that when she thinks of just how kind he is it
makes her happy and, therefore, he isn’t so ugly anymore. He replies, “I have a
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kind heart, but for all that I am a monster.” To which Beauty says, “Many men are
more monsters than you. And I care more for you with your countenance than for
those who with their human face hide a false, corrupt, and ungrateful heart.”56
After Beauty finishes eating, their conversations continue. Out of thin air
the Beast asks Beauty if she will marry him. She is shocked and says nothing for
fear that the Beast will be angry. She trembles aloud her refusal. He is not angry,
but merely sighs and departs to his room. Over the course of the next three
months, their conversations continue every evening over dinner. Beauty finds
herself growing accustomed to the appearance of the Beast and beginning to
care for him. However, she can’t help but be overcome with worry for her father.
The Beast sees how she misses him and allows her to return to him for a weeklong visit. Beauty’s sisters manipulate her into staying over her allotted time and
the Beast believes that she will not return. Beauty misses the Beast
tremendously while she is away and realizes that she truly loves him for his good
qualities. When she arrives back at the castle, she finds the Beast dying from
grief at having lost her. Here is the final quote from the score. When he opens his
eyes and sees her he says, “You forgot your promise. In my grief at losing you I
determined to let myself die of hunger; but I die happy, since I have had the joy
of seeing you once again.” Beauty cries, “No, my dear Beast, you shall not die.
You shall live to be my husband; I am yours from this moment, and only yours.”

56

Ibid., 75-79.

44

As she pronounced these words both the castle and the Beast were transformed
before her very eyes and the spell they were under was broken.57
Beauty is stunned at the sight of the handsome prince before her and he
explains that he was under the spell of a wicked fairy. Having chosen virtue over
attractiveness, Beauty is rewarded for her goodness. She is made queen and her
family is brought to her. A good fairy, then, turns her wicked sisters into statues
because they are so filled with hatred. The prince marries Beauty and they live in
their kingdom enjoying a long and happy life together.58
The snippets of the conversations between Beauty and the Beast that
Ravel selects for the fourth movement can be thought of as three separate
stages in the development of their relationship. The first stage includes the time
when Beauty begins to realize that there is goodness in the Beast and that when
she focuses on this fact she is not so bothered by his appearance. The second
stage involves the Beast revealing his feelings for Beauty when he asks her to
marry him. Her feelings remain negative, though, and she declines his request.
The third stage, then, comprises the Beast nearly dying from his grief, realizing
Beauty in fact loves him, and then transforming magically into a prince.
Musically, Ravel is able to depict these three stages magnificently. In the
first stage of their development, Beauty’s feelings and thoughts are the primary
focus. In the second, the focus shifts to the Beast’s. Finally, in the third stage, the
focus is on the two together sharing their feelings, thus allowing the Beast to
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transform. Ravel begins Beauty’s section from the beginning of the movement
with a waltz accompaniment in the seconda piano and a single melody, figure
2.7, in the treble voice of the prima part.

Figure 2.7. Melody associated with Beauty (mm. 1-8)

The second section, Beast’s voice, begins in m. 49 with the seconda piano
taking over with a chromatic melody in the low range of the piano accompanied
by sporadic minor and major seconds, diminished chords, and cluster chords
with added sixths and ninths. This can be seen in figure 2.8.

Figure 2.8. Beast’s melody (mm. 49-54)

The third stage is illustrated musically from m. 106 to the end. In this
section, Ravel combines Beauty’s melody and Beast’s melody so that they are
overlapping. Here, also, Ravel features a portrayal of the magical transformation
46

of the prince with a slow pianissimo glissando that extends from the middle of the
instrument to over three octaves higher.59
Beauty’s feelings are in the spotlight from the onset of the movement and
Ravel uses a stand-alone melody to serve as her sweet voice. Her thoughts
venture through a whole array of emotions as she gains understanding into her
current situation. She finds the Beast grotesque, but she learns that he has a
good heart, and she realizes that she doesn’t mind his appearance when her
attention is on how kind he is. Ravel is able to portray these dichotomous
feelings through the use of chromatic harmonies beginning half way through the
second phrase. The movement begins in F major, with only implied versions of I
and V carrying the waltz feel. They are implied because the I chord is often
missing an A and including an E, a seventh, while the V chord is sometimes
spelled C-D-A or C-B♭-D. There is a B natural in the melody which provides just
enough quirkiness for the scenario. The second phrase continues the F to C
bass line for four bars, still implying I to V motion, while short two-bar melodic
ideas function like questions with quick answers pinging around in a young girl’s
mind. Then, half way through this phrase, in m. 13, Ravel changes the seconda
piano’s bass line and moves through a series of interestingly dissonant chords
which are clearly modulating. Quartal harmonies dominate the sound of m. 13, BE-A, and a secondary dominant follows in m. 14. This V7 of vi moves
appropriately to the vi, D minor with an added seventh. This chord quickly
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morphs into a D major seventh and by m. 17 we are tonicizing G, though like
Beauty, Ravel can’t make up his mind and it appears as both G minor and G
major. All of this harmonic instability is an appropriate representation of the
teetering of Beauty’s thoughts.60
The second stage, the stage focusing on Beast’s voice, can’t be missed
as a huge shift occurs in m. 49. The character of the Beast is promptly
personified through the music. The seconda part gets the honor of carrying his
low voice in the bass register. Because the melody begins so low, includes
descending chromatic triplets, and highlights the movement between a
diminished fourth, it would be sufficient on its own to successfully portray this
clumsy creature. However, the added interjections from the right hand and the
prima piano further drive this point home. On both the level of E♭ and F, the right
hand of the seconda part plays major seconds only a third higher than the bass
melody, creating a dark and muddy color. The chords formed by the interruptions
in the right hand are notable, indeed. Measure fifty-two includes a French
augmented sixth chord, which rings through six measures, while the prima piano
adds two sets of perfect fourths an augmented second apart with pitches that do
not belong in the French sixth. This same idea continues in m. 59 with an altered
eleventh chord that sounds more like a cluster than anything else, as it includes
E♭-F-G-A-B-D. If Ravel was trying to keep some degree of consistency in this
second phrase, it is only by resemblance as there is no augmented sixth interval
60
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in the chromatic chord in m. 59. Regardless, the effect is several tense clusters
of sound that contribute to the overall mystery attached to the unsightly creature
and his eerily quiet castle.61
Beauty’s voice appears briefly in this section in m. 69. However, it is
surrounded by a series of chromatically descending major thirds that it is barely
recognizable. Following the form intended by the quoted story at the beginning of
the score, these are surely Beauty’s rejections to the Beast’s awkwardly timed
marriage proposal. The loss of his momentum and energy at her refusal is felt in
the Beast’s seconda part for sixteen measures as the right hand drops out
entirely.
Then, suddenly, in m. 85, a surge begins for sixteen measures as Ravel
thickens the texture, indicates for the performers to become more animated little
by little, to add more life, and to crescendo to a booming fortissimo. This climax
exemplifies the panic and intense emotion felt by Beauty and the reader when
she finds the Beast on the brink of death, having completely given up hope of her
love and her return.
The second section is effective on the whole because unbeknownst to the
listener it is slowly and steadily rising by half steps until it reaches the third
section. The first phrase of the Beast’s melody begins on an E♭ and ends with an
enharmonic descending major seventh, to an E. So, even though this pitch
sounds nearly an octave lower, it is still rising. The second phrase begins on an F
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and descends that same major seventh, enharmonically, to an F♯. This is clever
planning on Ravel’s part, because already the excitement and nervous energy
due to the uncertainty of the ending is mounting. The repetitions of the Beast’s
theme that occur in mm. 72 and 79 do not include the descending minor seventh,
but instead simply and quietly continue their ascent. Then, as mentioned
previously, the measures leading into the third section serve to intensify the brink
of death on which the Beast finds himself and the grief which surges through
Beauty as she looks on.62
In her panic at having lost him, Beauty explains to the Beast that he will
not die, but instead will live with her and her love. She says, “I thought the feeling
I had for you was only one of friendship; but now I know, by the grief I feel, that I
cannot live without you.”63 In this third section of music, beginning in m. 106, the
Beast’s theme and Beauty’s theme unite. Ravel abruptly puts us back in F major
and Beauty’s theme, for more than twenty bars, is verbatim from the opening
measures. She expresses her love for him and the tension nearly explodes in m.
144. Ravel achieves this effect by including rapidly ascending chromatic triplets
in the seconda part, accented off-beat figures that resemble suspensions and
resolutions in the prima part, and a score marking to increase in speed over the
course of eight measures. Both of these parts are derived from their respective
themes. The rising chromatic triplet is taken from the Beast’s theme, though it is
now driving forward and used in sequence in every bar. The suspension and
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resolution idea stems from the final two notes of Beauty’s theme, however, now it
is isolated, repeated on two pitch levels, loud, and accented. Then, all the chaos
stops. Ravel writes a fermata over a complete measure of rest. Everyone is
waiting at this point. As shown in figure 2.9, the sound that breaks the silence is a
slow pianissimo glissando up three octaves and a fifth, the transformation of the
Beast into a handsome prince. Ravel’s choice to make this magical moment quiet
and gentle could not be more effective.

Figure 2.9. Magical glissando in prima piano (mm. 146-150)

The final twenty-five measures of the piece are calm, soft, and peaceful in
nature. A faint echo of Beauty’s theme is played by the prima piano in high
broken octaves and from there stays mostly on light bell tones to the end. The
seconda part also relaxes and resumes a lazy version of a waltz accompaniment.
It is interesting to note the arpeggio in m. 166. The left hand plays an F pedal
tone while the right hand outlines a dominant seventh chord of B, F♯-A♯-C♯-E.
These contrasting ideas remind the listener that even though Beauty will live
happily with her prince for presumably ever after, we are not to forget the magic
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and mystery that has transpired. Pleasingly, Ravel lands both parts on an F
major chord, the seventh, the E, present still.64

Le jardin féerique
The fifth movement of Ravel’s Ma Mère l’Oye, The Fairy Garden, falls in
line with the first movement and does not include any text in the score. Though it
is certainly the most ambiguous of the entire suite, one can use clues from the
previous four movements to gain some insights. With the exception of Little Tom
Thumb, all of the fairy tales used in the suite involve fairies somewhere in the
plot. Their roles include being present at big life events, bestowing gifts upon the
newborns or newly christened children, casting spells, reducing wicked spells,
keeping watch over those who need protecting, and celebrating those who find
love and contentment in their own sliver of happily ever after.
Fairies were present when Sleeping Beauty was christened. Perrault
mentions seven good fairies who were asked to serve as her godmothers. We
learn of one wicked fairy in this story who was thought dead since she hadn’t
been seen in so long. Fairies, too, were present in The Green Serpent when the
King and Queen gave birth to twins. D’Aulnoy explains that twelve good fairies
were invited to come and shower the babies with gifts. Magotine, however, the
oldest fairy in existence was the one who was intentionally not invited because
her evil reputation preceded her. In Beaumont’s Beauty and the Beast, two fairies
are mentioned as having played a role in the plot. The wicked fairy casts the spell
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on the prince and his castle that turned him into a beast and required that only
when a fair damsel agreed to marry him could it be broken. The second is the
good fairy who appears in one of Beauty’s dreams to comfort her and then reappears at the end of the story once the spell is broken in order to reward her for
her virtue and punish her sisters for their selfishness.
In an article from 1882 in The Musical Times, Henry Lunn discusses the
wonder of a child’s world as he believes the fairy tales his parents read to him.
He acknowledges that as we age we naturally begin to question the reality of
goblins and fairies alike. But he says that as this transition happens “poetry takes
the place of fact, and fairy-life still entwines itself around our hard, prosaic
world.”65 He goes on to explain that it is obvious that composers would take an
interest in these tales because fairies have a language all their own that might
best be personified through music. He claims that only the great master
composers are successful at doing this. It is not difficult to place Ravel’s suite,
especially this fifth movement, in the category of masterful. Lunn gives this
magical music its rightful and valid place in the classical repertory when he
states:
Fairies are the beloved of children, and children are the beloved of their
elders. In infancy or age, then, these creatures of the fancy should be
ensured a welcome in our hearts; and whilst we have charming fairy tales
let us hope that we may have equally charming fairy music.66
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Ravel uses this charming fifth movement of his suite to tie the entire piece
together. Many people have speculated as to the specific scene he is depicting.
Numerous sources have claimed, without any evidence, that he was writing
about the moment when the princess in Sleeping Beauty is awakened by a kiss
from her prince; the final measure illustrating a celebration from the entire
awakened kingdom. While there is certainly nothing wrong with this interpretation
we are charged to use only that which we know for certain. And to that effect, we
are given the title The Fairy Garden. Therefore, we can imagine a gathering of
fairies, perhaps similar to the ones mentioned in the previous movements, in a
garden, and we would be right.
The entire movement is bound together by a single rhythmic motive, a
quarter note, dotted quarter, and eighth, shown in figure 2.10. This specific
rhythm appears twenty-five times in the course of the fifty-five-measure-long
movement. With a tempo marking of quarter note equals fifty-six and the
indications to play slow, solemnly, and pianissimo, the piece begins with a very
calm atmosphere. Keeping with the nature theme suggested by the title, this
opening resembles the beginning of a day with the sun just beginning to wake up
the garden. The first four measures provide a repetition of the short opening
theme steadily rising in pitch and with a tiny crescendo, each time ending with a
descending appoggiatura.
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Figure 2.10. Opening theme in prima piano (mm. 1-4)

Though we are in C major and this four bar phrase moves through a
series of triads not out of the ordinary for a major key, there is a distinctly somber
tone despite the major mode. Since this movement’s title has nothing to do with
Mother Goose, one can assume that this composition was born out of Ravel’s
own imagination. Knowing his love of children and his interest in child-like tales,
apparent by this suite if nothing else, he could be feeling and expressing a sense
of nostalgia for his own childhood and the innocence that comes with that time.
There is much beauty to be found in reminiscing about the days when one
believed in the supernatural abilities of fairies.67
A shift in color, range, and texture occurs in m. 23. Here, Ravel gives the
seconda piano rolled chords starting on E minor, high on the piano at an E5. The
prima piano begins this section also with an E minor chord rolled one octave
higher. The harmonic choices in this section are very interesting. He has clearly
left the stability of C major and for the next ten bars is toying around with the idea
of the sonorities in A, though we don’t know if he intends A major or the relative
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minor because we never get there. Measure twenty-three and twenty-four are still
set in C major, moving from iii, IV, to V and repeating. Then, abruptly a C♯ minor
chord appears out of thin air. There is no prep for this chord, but each member of
the previous F major chord simply shifts a half step with added D passing tones
to somewhat smoothly take us to this unrelated chord. It immediately sounds
right as a iii, ii, V progression takes over on the level of A- C♯ minor, B minor, to
E major. This progression expands with the added F♯ minor appearances, the vi,
and is a splendid wash of sound with an abundance of added tones including
sevenths, ninths, and sixths. By m. 29 the triads shift to make their way around to
a somewhat backwards progression as V-iii-ii is repeated. The melodic material
throughout this section continues in the prima part and features repetitive ideas
yet again based on the rhythmic motive from the opening idea. As the section
nears its cadence point in m. 32, the listener is expecting a resolution to some
form of A. However, sneaky Ravel doesn’t want the piece to seem as though it is
ending prematurely, so he inserts two half diminished seventh chords with the
addition of the D♯’s. Whether these D♯ half-diminished chords are iiᶲ/C# minor or
viiᶲ/E major isn’t entirely distinguishable because it resolves unexpectedly to G
major. He may have been thinking of it as a viiᶲ/V in A, but without a proper
resolution there is no way to know. Regardless, immediately in m. 33 we are
dealing with a new set of V-iii-ii chords back on the level of C. This section
unwinds with repetitions of the melodic fragment B, to B, to A, using the rhythmic
motive from the opening- long, long, short.
56

Then, the magic of mm. 38 to 40 occurs. If executed well, this enchanted
moment is possible because of the climbing scale figure in the prima piano over
the V-iii-ii progression that begs to resolve to I, all the while getting slower and
softer until the peak is reached with a D appoggiatura over a low-voiced C major
chord in the seconda part, delaying that resolution one beat more. The following
eight measures are a dramatic build to the most celebratory flitting and fluttering
of fairies to ever have occurred in music before. Both parts erupt in a glorious
cacophony of sound with triumphant chords spread wide on the instrument that
repeat the main motive, accented and fortissimo this time, while the prima part
plays endless two octave glissandi in both directions. This is shown in figure
2.11.

Figure 2.11. Glissandi in prima piano (mm. 50-52)

Figure 2.12. Timpani-like finale in seconda piano (mm. 50-55)
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The final timpani-like, I-V, I-V, I-V motion in the bass, as seen in figure
2.12, and the now only ascending glissandi at the top of the piano combine to
produce feelings of complete and utter goodness when they ultimately land on a
resounding C major chord.68
There can be no doubt that Ravel was absolutely successful in his
portrayal of these fairy tale themes throughout his Mother Goose suite. His
compositional choices are astute and accurately depict the scenes which he so
closely studied in order to bring to life. Henry Lunn would probably agree, for he
said, “It would indeed, then, be a matter for regret if the music which colours our
fairy dreams were allowed to fall below the standard to which our great
composers have raised it.”69 Undeniably, there was no dropping of the bar with
this composer’s work.
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CHAPTER THREE
VALERY TARAKANOV’S LARYETS SKAZOK (Ларец Сказок)
Valery Tarakanov is a Russian mathematician and composer born in
1934. I first learned of Mr. Tarakanov through a search for an additional piece to
include on my final recital for the Doctor of Musical Arts degree. Upon searching
for “chamber music with piano and fairy tales,” I discovered a recording of the
Moscow Piano Trio playing a work by Valery Tarakanov. After listening to the
piece, I found it intriguing and was completely befuddled as to where it came
from. I immediately and unsuccessfully searched for a score of Chest of Fairy
Tales. Feeling rather morose because of my many failed attempts, I was left with
no other choice but to try for what felt like a desperate long shot. I e-mailed a
member of the Moscow Piano Trio, my final resort, with only a very small part of
me believing someone would actually respond. What a shock it was to discover
in less than twenty-four hours an e-mail waiting for me from Mikhail Utkin himself,
the cellist of the world renowned trio.
Mr. Utkin thanked me for my interest in the Piano Trio and included PDF’s
of the score in his first reply. It was very special to me that he took the time to
respond to my e-mail, and I was honored that he was willing to help. He informed
me that Mr. Tarakanov was still alive and currently residing in Moscow. He also
revealed the diversity of this man’s knowledge and talents as he is, in addition to
being a composer, a respected scientist and also holds a PhD in mathematics.
Mr. Utkin included a link to a Russian classical records website with more
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information on Mr. Tarakanov’s life and works and later included an English
translation.70
Valery Tarakanov taught at the Mathematics Institute at the Academy of
Sciences of the USSR after finishing his postgraduate work there in 1961.
According to his website, “he is one of the leading scientists at the Institute,
doctor of mathematics, the author of several monographs and more than one
hundred and fifty scientific works.”71 Though his parents were both scientists, as
well, Mr. Tarakanov was always surrounded by music growing up because they
were both avid listeners of classical music. His brother, Mikhail, went on to
become a well-respected musicologist. Mr. Tarakanov began studying music
formally through lessons on the violin and later at the Ippolitov-Ivanov Music
College. He took particular interest in composing and sought out private lessons
with prominent piano, music theory, and composition professors. He studied
under famous composers such as Andrei Volkonsky, Eduard Khagagortyan, and
Edisson Denissov. He has written several violin and cello concerti, vocal cycles,
choral works, an opera, and chamber pieces. His compositions are performed
frequently throughout numerous cities in Russia, and many distinguished
musicians have performed his works. Mr. Tarakanov reveals in his biography that
of all those who have played a significant impact in his life and his composing, he
feels that one of his science professors played a most important role. He shares

70

Mikhail Utkin, e-mail message to author, May 15, 2012.

71

Tarakanov, Valery, accessed July 22, 2014, http://www.vtarakanov.narod.ru.

60

that he owes to Professor Igor Schafarevich “his ability to feel the logic of musical
form, construct and organize the music.”72
I responded to Mr. Utkin quickly and requested more information. I also
inquired if there was a way I could contact Mr. Tarakanov directly to learn more
about his composition of the Piano Trio. Mr. Utkin replied that he had spoken to
Mr. Tarakanov about e-mailing with me and said he would be happy to pass
along any correspondence I sent to Mr. Tarakanov himself. Apparently Mr.
Tarakanov doesn’t speak much English but can write it superbly. I sent my first
letter to Mr. Tarakanov on June 6, 2012. I honestly couldn’t believe that the
connection happened so easily. I heard back from him, via Mr. Utkin’s e-mail
address on July 27, 2012. I had asked him to share more about his second piano
trio than could be found on his website and in the basic liner notes I had already
obtained. He replied:
Thank you very much for your good words about my Trio #2 and for your
intent to perform it. The history of composing the Trio is the following: at
the end of 1977, our outstanding musician Mikhail Utkin proposed me to
compose a piano trio which would not be a traditional piece of that kind. I
was always a great lover of the splendid Moscow Trio and consented to
this proposition with pleasure. Soon I had come to the ideas: the first was
to take some of the well-known remarkable fairy-tales as the contents; the
second one was to use for each part of the piece one of ancient dance
rhythms. Till autumn of 1978 “Chest of Fairy-tales” had been composed.
The Moscow Trio performed the Trio #2 many times and all these
performances were brilliant and successful.73
Mr. Tarakanov wrote his Chest of Fairytales in four movements. In a method similar
to Ravel, Tarakanov bases each movement on its own fairytale. He also uses a
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traditional dance rhythm for each movement as its main foundational element. The
dances serve as the backbone throughout the entire work.

The Story of Little Red Riding-Hood
The first movement is based on the well-known tale recorded in the notable
collection of fairy tales by Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm, Rotkäppchen, or Little Red
Riding Hood. The Grimm brothers had gathered numerous German fairy tales from
before and into the eighteenth century and presented them in the form of Kinderund Hausmärchen, or “Folk Tales for Children and the Home.” The first volume of
eighty-six tales was published in 1812, when Jacob and Wilhelm were in their midtwenties, and the second volume followed in 1814. The collections went through
numerous editions until the final version, the seventh edition, came to be in 1857.
It is from this last edition that most translations are created. In addition to Little Red
Riding Hood, this collection also includes other familiar tales like Hansel and
Gretel, Snow White, Rumpelstiltskin, and Rapunzel.74 In the forward to his
translated edition of the collection from 1960, Francis Magoun, Jr. reminds the
reader that the two hundred tales in this collection were “originally composed by
intelligent, keen-witted German peasant folk and told for mutual entertainment by
grown-ups for grown-ups.” He says that the Grimm brothers actually regretted
including Kinder in the title of their collection as these tales are “contrary to popular
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notion, not essentially for younger children, to whom, in fact, only a few are likely
to appeal.”75
It is easy to forget that fairy tales are intended for an adult audience as
much, if not more than, children. Understanding this point makes it easy to
appreciate their appeal to classical composers. Valery Tarakanov chose fairy
tales that were, from his experiences, well-known and considered to be
remarkable in some way. The tale of Little Red Riding Hood begins with a young
girl who was very loved by her grandmother. Her grandmother once gave her a
hood made of red velvet as a gift. The little girl loved the hood so much that she
would wear nothing but it, thus, inspiring the nickname Red Riding-Hood. One
day, Red Riding-Hood’s mother instructed her to bring some leftover cake and
wine to her grandmother’s house for her enjoyment. She gave her explicit
instructions to go straight there, about a half hour walk through a forest, and to
use good manners. Along the way, Red Riding-Hood ran into a wolf. She had no
reason to think he was anything other than a friendly wolf, so she kindly informed
him what she was up to and where she was going, including painfully specific
details on the location of her grandmother’s house. Realizing that the girl would
be a tasty meal, he distracted her and convinced her to pick a bouquet of pretty
flowers to give to her grandmother so that he could hurry ahead and beat her to
the house. When he arrived, he easily entered grandmother’s house and
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“swallowed her up.”76 He closed the curtains, put on her clothes, and got into her
bed to wait for Red Riding-Hood.
When Red Riding-Hood finally arrived at her grandmother’s house she
found it odd that the front door was already open. Then, she discovered her
grandmother in her bed with her nightcap pulled over her face, and their famous
conversation ensues. “Why grandmother! What big ears you’ve got!” “So I can
hear you better.” And this continued through eyes and hands until Red RidingHood exclaimed what an awfully big mouth she had. The wolf replied, “So I can
eat you up!” The wolf then proceeded to eat the unfortunate child.77
Later, a huntsman was passing by the house and was surprised by the
unusually loud snoring he heard coming from the grandmother’s house. He
decided to investigate. Upon entering the house he discovered the huge wolf
lying in the grandmother’s bed. He smartly decided not to shoot the wolf for fear
of injuring those who might be inside, and instead, he cut the wolf’s belly open
and freed both Red Riding-Hood and her grandmother. The hunter cleverly
replaced the weight of the two bodies inside the wolf’s belly with heavy stones so
that when he awoke he was too weighed down to move. He simply sank to the
ground and died right where he was. Everyone was indeed happy with the
outcome and Red Riding-Hood learned that she should never leave the trail and
wander into the woods, especially not after her mother told her not to.78
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It is with a trio of violin, cello, and piano that Tarakanov chooses to tell this
story. And he does so in a most brilliant way. This short movement, performed in
under five minutes in a recording by the Moscow Piano Trio, encapsulates the
entire fairy tale from beginning to end. Unlike the Ravel, it does not focus in and
portray one precise moment, scene, or emotion. Instead, Tarakanov takes us
through Red Riding-Hood’s entire journey with incredible clarity. This makes the
movement quite remarkable, in fact, when one considers the wide range of
emotions and the dramatic events covered throughout the tale. Incorporating the
diversity within the plot while also keeping the movement cohesive is no easy
task, but Tarakanov is able to do this successfully. It unfolds before the listener
as if the composer is in the same room and is telling the story aloud in real time.
Tarakanov begins his composition in E major and uses the passepied for
inspiration. He decides upon the passepied, a dance originating in France and
popular through the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, perhaps because it
enabled him to portray the youthfulness and joy associated with the main
character, Red. It is usually in triple meter and constructed with two four bar
phrases. It bears resemblance to a minuet, but is typically faster. As expected,
Tarakanov sets the movement in 3/4 time and does, indeed, organize it with two
four-bar phrases. The piano begins with a nine-bar introduction that displays the
main theme of the piece. This seems odd at first, but the first measure is really
only getting the accompaniment rolling while the main theme begins with the
pickup in m. 2. The left hand is arranged with broken chords to clearly emphasize
the feeling of movement between beats three to one, like the traditional
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passepied dance. It is also the safest tonally, as the material in the first four bars
is based solely around an E major triad. The theme begins with a pleasant
ascending major third and an easily recognized ascending scalar passage that
moves in eighth notes from the tonic through the dominant pitch. The second four
bars are a responding phrase with harmonic movement away from I. It moves
from ii, F♯ minor, to I 6/4, to IV, and lands on the dominant chord while the
melodic material has an overall gradual downward motion that ends with five
descending eighth notes. This opening theme in the piano, shown in figure 3.1, is
undoubtedly Red’s theme and represents her lightheartedness and naiveté as
she skips through the woods to bring her grandmother delightful gifts of cake and
wine.79
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Figure 3.1. Red’s theme in piano80

When the piano hands off the spotlight to the cello in m. 10, there is
clearly a shift in character. The cello appears low in its register with two
ascending scalar figures using eighth notes like those that occurred in Red’s
theme. The second set, however, begins on a C♯ and ascends diatonically until it
lands outside of the key on an unusual G♮. This is clearly the first appearance of
the wolf. Throughout the entire movement, the cello part includes these mutilated
eighth note patterns and is, no doubt, depicting the sneaking steps of the wolf.
The story continues, though, in m. 14, where the wolf’s presence is known but
innocent Red assumes he is a trustworthy friend and her theme from the opening
returns, though slightly embellished and in the violin this time. The same phrase
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structure is followed here and only occasional chromaticism in the cello part
gives the listener clues as to the wolf’s evil intentions. It is through these eight
bars of agreeable conversation that Red gives away any information the wolf
might need to acquire his next meal at her grandmother’s house. Then, by m. 22
we know that the wolf is up to something as everyone else drops out and he
transitions us to the next event using F double sharps and a C♮ with apparent
ease.81

Figure 3.2. Wolf’s transition (mm. 18-27)
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The next section, beginning in m. 27, is abruptly in A major. While we
knew something was occurring harmonically in the bars leading up to the key
change because of the chromaticism in the cello, there was no way to know
Tarakanov was going to land in the subdominant key. Regardless, the main
theme returns, this time buried in the piano’s triplets while the violin continues to
portray Red, who has been thrown off her journey after the manipulations of the
wolf. Tarakanov writes cleverly for the scene here. What better way to represent
a little girl picking flowers in the forest than through violin pizzicato and sky high
harmonics? The frequent appearance of high trills remind the listener of the bird
calls heard off the path in the woods. Meanwhile, the wolf separates from Red
and heads towards his snack. His change in pace, skipping perhaps, is heard in
the effects added to his part throughout these measures—the grace notes.
Another sudden shift in tonal centers occurs in m. 38 and we find ourselves in C
major. For nearly twelve measures, Tarakanov writes completely in the key. A
distant bugle call is heard beginning in bar thirty-eight, foreshadowing no doubt,
and Red’s theme returns, yet again, though this time up a sixth from the original.
The piano and violin work together to paint an idealistic scene of Red trotting
along to her grandmother’s with a bouquet in hand. The cello interjects only
sporadically with trills that don’t belong to the chords with which they sound. For
example, in m. 46, while the piano plays a D minor triad and the violin has an A
on beat two, the cello trills aggressively on a B, creating a sudden disturbance.
Again, in m. 49, both the piano and the violin finish a phrase and are obviously
landing on a C major chord when out of nowhere the cello trills on a G♯. It is like
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backstage action that the audience hears but isn’t privy to see. He is certainly up
to no good at grandma’s place.82
By m. 50, this whole section seems to come unraveled. Silence falls on
the house as the wolf has swallowed grandmother up by now and is quietly
waiting in her clothes and her bed for the arrival of Red. The violin passes three
staccato eighth-note E’s to the piano, who then passes back three leading tones,
B’s, to the violin, who echoes the idea, but with a diminuendo and a ritardando.
Leaving the listener with these lethargic leading tones and a full beat of rest on
beat three before the next tempo change takes over emphasizes the stillness
and anticipation in these moments. The piano sits out of the beginning of this
new section and a conversation between only the violin, still Red Riding-Hood,
and the cello, still the wolf, ensues. In fact, through the next forty or so measures
the piano only serves as a commentator to the dialogue between the other two
instruments and to enhance the dramatic effect of the plot.
At a slower tempo, the wolf sets a spooky tone for his second encounter
with Red in m. 53. Now, he is in disguise and his four bar statement couldn’t be
any creepier. Tarakanov wrote the line in C starting with an open fifth to an
octave followed by a tri-tone grace-note, C to F♯.
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Figure 3.3. Wolf in disguise (mm. 53-55)

This clumsy idea is perfect for a wolf in a grandmother’s bonnet. The
cello’s ascending scalar pattern is now twisted into a sort of octatonic version,
with whole-half-whole-half step construction. Another tri-tone grace note figure
occurs until he ends his thought with a trill on a D♭. Red responds with the first of
four statements. Each of these four statements begins with a nearly identical
rhythmic motive—a quarter note followed by a dotted eighth, sixteenth, and then
another eighth note. The first time it is varied slightly and the three notes
following the quarter note are beamed into a triplet. Each time this rhythm is
heard it brings to mind the natural rhythm in the text spoken by Red as she
questions the startling appearance of her grandmother. Remember that she
speaks the phrase, “Why, grandmother” four times. She says, “Why,
grandmother, what big ears you’ve got!”83 Then, big eyes, big hands and big
mouth. The rhythm of this four syllable exclamation in its original language,
German, “Warum Großmutter, was groß…” is the phrase dictated here by Mr.
Tarakanov and shown in figure 3.4. He lingers on the word “warum” longer than
the others because that is how one would speak this exclamation. He then
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stresses the first syllable of the word “Großmutter” by placing it on the downbeat
each time and giving it the dot. The first syllable of the word “Mutter” is said more
quickly than the second and is, therefore, a sixteenth note followed by an eighth.

Figure 3.4. Violin’s “Why, grandmother, what big…” (mm. 57-59)

This statement occurs four times throughout this section in m. 58, 68, 78,
and 87, each time with a response from the cello followed by an interjection from
the piano. The piano provides trills under the violin’s statements and then quick
glissando-like ascending effects after the cello’s response. Each time, these
figures are based around diminished triads and successfully enhance the
frightening atmosphere of the scene.84
By Red’s fourth statement, m. 87, her frantic feelings are evident. The
violin begins this phrase with the same rhythmic motive like the previous three
times but is now followed by a series of double stops with wide intervals. Minor
sevenths, major sevenths, and a series of parallel perfect fourths with harmonics
abound. The trills in the piano, meanwhile, are now subito forte, and the cello’s
final response is his grace note figures which build suddenly to the double forte
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sforzando in m. 94—quadruple stops! “So I can eat you up!”85 Red Riding-Hood
is immediately in a frenzy with tremolos on every note as the violin ascends
rapidly through a series of chromatic pitches to a high G6. While the violin climbs
higher, the cello mimics its tremolos, triplet rhythms, and accelerating pace, but
moves in the opposite direction. The piano adds heightened excitement and
confusion to the dramatic scenario with its ascending triplets in the right hand
and triplets displaced by a sixteenth rest in the left hand. It is madness! Finally,
all three instruments collide on the downbeat of m. 97 with a short fortissimo A
minor nine chord. Bam! He eats the poor girl. Then, a violin’s sky-high E7, subito
piano, appears in the resulting silence. Her slow descending glissando off of the
high E and the compressed double stops low in the cello both paint the image of
Red traveling down into the Wolf’s belly. 86
What follows comically resembles the opening accompaniment from the
very beginning of the movement, however, this time, Tarakanov writes the
broken chords in the piano with G♮’s, putting us fittingly in E minor. The main
theme in the violin also features G♮’s this time around and instead of a healthy
mezzo-forte as in the opening, more hesitant dynamic indications, piano and
mezzo-piano, are used. This too, contributes to Tarakanov’s success at painting
this tragic scene. The cello part throughout these eight bars is reduced to two
eighth-note figures on the weak beat, beat two, that consist of a double stop that
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pulls in to a single note. Knowing that the wolf has a full belly and is soon
discovered fast asleep, it is easy to imagine these short figures as snores.87 The
section ends in m. 117 with a long soft snore—a descending glissando from an
augmented fourth double stop down an augmented octave to a D♭.88
The next sound we hear emerges softly from the low register of the piano.
A series of perfect fourths, D to G, increase in harmonic rhythm from a dotted
half note, to a half note, to a quarter, and finally eighths that explode into triplets,
all the while climbing four octaves. A measure long accelerando coupled with a
dramatic crescendo over this last triplet figure and we know by m. 123 that it’s
the arrival of the huntsman. Tarakanov puts this heroic section in a faster tempo
which successfully aids in the feelings of anticipation as to how he might save
them. The huntsman’s theme is understandable as dotted eighth-sixteenth
rhythms with open fourths and fifths is an easily recognizable horn call across
cultures. The stable G major triad established by the open harmonies of the
huntsman are interrupted in m. 127 with an abrupt G♯ added to what was a G
major chord. The huntsman has made the ghastly discovery that there are two
humans inside of the wolf’s belly. The next chromatic triplet tremolos in all three
instruments are a race to free the young girl and her grandmother. Then, as
shown in figure 3.5, stones, painted with low and loud minor seconds in the
piano, F♯’s and G’s, D♯’s and E’s, and a B and a C, are dropped into the wolf’s
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belly. The wolf, the cello, tries to get up, a C major seven triple stop. He is too
heavy, though, and the cello slowly slides down a half step over the course of
one full beat. Tarakanov writes a ritardando here, giving the performer
permission to take time with this falling effect. Then, a final sforzando F♯
pizzicato sounds and the listener understands the wolf has fallen to the ground—
dead.89

Figure 3.5. The wolf’s death and subsequent rejoicing

The Grimm brothers write, “Then all three were happy.”90 And Tarakanov
writes the same thing. He puts us back in E major and brings back Red’s
lighthearted theme from the beginning of the piece in the violin. The cello plays a
noticeably different role from here to the end. Because the wolf is no more, the
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cello part is completely within the key, without any chromatic double stops and
grace notes, and functions merely as a supportive bass line to the violin and
piano’s jolly melodies. Only celebrations and rejoicing ensue to the end of the
movement.91
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Thumbelina
An article was published recently in The Huffington Post, the online blog
and news source, about the discovery of a letter written by Hans Christian
Andersen. The letter, presumably written in 1832, was discovered upon the death
of the great-grandson of Andersen’s first love, Riborg Voigt. Andersen wrote the
letter to the brother of his love, Christian Voigt, and explained that his unrequited
love for Riborg was the inspiration for many of the poems he had written.
However, the article goes on to explain that the love poems Andersen wrote for
Riborg were found hidden in her bedside table along with a picture of him,
revealing that perhaps his feelings were returned after all. This story of
heartbreak and Andersen’s subsequent triumph over it gives us a window into
the writer of so many fantastic tales.92
The letters, autobiography, poems, and fairy tales written by Hans
Christian Andersen, along with the knowledge that he greatly enjoyed using his
imagination throughout his entire life, all contribute to our understanding of the
man who gave us such stories as The Ugly Duckling, The Emperor’s New
Clothes, The Little Mermaid, and Thumbelina. Andersen opens his autobiography
with, “My life is a lovely story, happy and full of incident.” He reveals his positive
outlook on life. He also writes about the time when his imagination began to
flourish. He says, “The theatre soon became my favorite place, but, as I could
only very seldom go there, I acquired the friendship of the man who carried out
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the playbills, and he gave me one every day. With this I seated myself in a corner
and imagined an entire play, according to the name of the piece and the
characters in it. That was my first, unconscious poetizing.” 93
With his vivid imagination, Andersen wrote his first collection of fairy tales
in 1835, though he had been developing his writing technique for some time
before that. Born in Denmark in 1805, Andersen was the son of a poor
shoemaker and a washerwoman who dreamed of a different life for their son.
When he was a boy, his father read aloud to him many of the great classics from
Danish, German, and English writers alike. His father’s passion for literature
helped to instill in the young boy a love for writing and a desire to be a scholar.
He began exploring his own voice by writing frequently and by the age of
fourteen was sharing his work with others. He received encouragement by those
who helped back him financially so that he might travel and attempt to get his
foot in the door of the writing community. His efforts were successful and when
he was twenty-eight years old he received a pension from the king to travel to
Rome where he would publish his first work. Shortly thereafter came the fairy
tales.94
We know that Andersen was a great lover of classical music and even
wished to be a singer when he was a young boy. He frequently attended
chamber music concerts and operas and boldly voiced his reviews, both positive
and negative. Gustav Hetsch, author of “Hans Christian Andersen’s Interest in
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Music” in a 1930 edition of The Musical Quarterly, shares that Andersen had a
profound love of everything beautiful. He writes, “It is a fact that our Danish poet,
owing as he did to music some of the happiest hours of his life, has repaid the
debt by inspiring in musicians the world over works of true merit.”95 Tarakanov
was clearly one of these composers whom his writings inspired.
When Andersen wrote his first set of fairy tales, or “Wonder Stories,” as he
called them, they initially received terrible reviews. One critic said that the stories
“will be able to amuse children, but they are so far from containing anything
instructive that the critic hardly ventures to recommend them as harmless
reading.”96 Andersen was advised to stop writing them and in his autobiography
he shares that he was, in fact, keen to stop. But, he says, “They forced
themselves from me.”97
The story of Thumbelina, a work of “true merit,” begins with a newly
wedded woman who desperately wanted to have a child. She pleaded with a
“witch-woman” for a tiny child she could call her own. The old woman complied
and gave the young wife a barleycorn to take home and plant. She did as she
was told and before long had a tulip-like flower growing that she admired very
much. One day, when it was still a tightly concealed bud, she was adoring the
pretty flower and gave its leaves a gentle kiss. As she did, the flower suddenly
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opened and out popped a tiny and delicate little girl. Because she was no bigger
than a thumb, the woman decided to give her the name Thumbelina.98
There came a night, when Thumbelina was sleeping on her bed made out
of a walnut shell and soft leaves that a withered old toad came hopping in the
open window to the table where Thumbelina laid. The toad, who was rather
large, realized that this tiny girl would make a good wife for her son and she stole
the walnut shell with Thumbelina still asleep in it. She brought the poor girl back
to the muddy stream where she lived with her son. They decided it would be
safest to put the girl on a lily pad in the middle of the water so she could not
escape from them. She was terribly frightened when she awoke the following
morning. When the toad informed Thumbelina of the plan for her to live with them
in the muddy banks of the stream and to wed her son, she began to weep. The
nearby fish, who had overheard the plan, did not approve of a little one, who was
so beautiful, being forced to marry an ugly old toad. They chewed the lily pad
upon which she sat in two and freed it to float down the stream.99
Thumbelina rejoiced at being freed from the clutches of the toad and set
out on a series of great adventures. She befriended a butterfly, was carried away
by a beetle, and fought to endure a long winter on her own. When the freezing
cold nearly killed the tiny girl, she ventured out through an enormous cornfield
until she came upon a field mouse’s house. She begged the mouse for some
food since she had not eaten in several days. The mouse welcomed the girl into
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her warm house where she fed her and offered to let her stay through the winter
if she would agree to tell her stories. Thumbelina agreed, and the two became
friends. The mouse introduced Thumbelina to her rich neighbor, Mr. Mole, who
was blind and could not tolerate the sunshine. One day, when the Mole was
guiding his friends around his house, they stumbled upon a dead swallow who
must have frozen to death. The Mole kicked the swallow and muttered how he
was better dead than alive, but Thumbelina returned to the body the next day to
place a cloth she had woven over it since she felt sorry for the bird. To her
amazement, the swallow still had a faint heartbeat and was warmed by
Thumbelina’s cloth. She nursed the bird back to health until spring came and it
was warm enough for the bird to fly away. The swallow invited Thumbelina to join
him, but she declined out of courtesy for her friend, the mouse.100
That summer, Mr. Mole made a formal marriage proposal to Thumbelina.
The poor girl knew that this meant a life underground, hidden from the sun which
she so loved. Nonetheless, her friend, the mouse, convinced her that it was the
best option because he was so well off and she didn’t have much of a choice.
When the day came for them to be married, Thumbelina walked outside to say a
painful farewell to the sun, the sky, and the flowers. When she looked up towards
the sky, who should she spot but the very swallow that she had saved! The
swallow was excited to see her and upon hearing the predicament the poor girl
was in, offered once again to take her with him. He said, “Thus we shall fly away
from the stupid Mole and his dark room, far away over the mountains, to those
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countries where the sun shines so brightly, where it is always summer, and
flowers blossom all the year round.”101 Thumbelina accepted his proposal and
the two took off towards the warm countries. When they arrived in a land filled
with magnificent mountains and lakes, the swallow took Thumbelina to a garden
of white flowers so she might make her home in one of them. Upon their landing,
she discovered a handsome manikin wearing a crown upon his head. He was the
King of the Flower Spirits and she was the prettiest maiden he’d ever laid eyes
on. He immediately proposed to Thumbelina, who accepted, and all the other
flower spirits came out to celebrate with them. The swallow sat in a nest above
their flower and sang sweet songs for them even though he was heartbroken
because he loved Thumbelina himself. The King changed Thumbelina’s name to
Maia, for he thought it prettier, and the swallow flew back to Denmark. “There he
had a little nest just over the window of a man who writes stories for children…he
sang to him, and from him we have learned this story.”102
The author of the afterword in the 1963 Lucas and Paull translated edition
of Andersen’s Fairy Tales, Clifton Fadiman, believes that these tales have
something in them that makes them more excellent than any others, even those
of the famous Grimm brothers. He writes, “Andersen put so much of his own life
into them. We feel a person behind the stories…Andersen fell in love…but failed
to win her.”103 It is because of this personal element that it is very easy for people
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of all ages and walks of life to relate to his characters. Because we have
evidence of Andersen’s personal struggles with unrequited love through his
letters, it is easy to understand that he did, indeed, put a bit of himself in this
particular fairy tale. He loved a woman who he believed didn’t love him back,
though perhaps just recently this was discovered untrue. Still, he wrote about the
swallow who grew to love Thumbelina, though she didn’t love him back. The
swallow wanted to take her with him on his journey south, but she refused. Later,
when she realized she needed his help to escape, she accepted his offer. They
journeyed together, Thumbelina riding on the back of the swallow, happy as
could be. Moments after they landed at their destination, however, Thumbelina
saw the King of the Flowers and fell in love with him at first sight. The swallow’s
heart must have broken instantly. What’s more, he was brutally reminded of his
sadness during the time that he sat on a flower, watched and serenaded them
from above. Perhaps because the torture was too much, the pitiable swallow
eventually flew away from them. Andersen wrote, “In his heart, however, he was
very sad, for he loved Thumbelina, and would have wished never to part from
her.”104
Tarakanov’s second movement, Thumbelina, does not focus on the
heartbreak of the poor swallow. Instead, Tarakanov chooses to focus on the
gaiety associated with the tiny girl and sets it as a courante, the French word for
“running.” The origins of this dance are slightly obscure. Mentions of the courante
appeared as early as the middle of the sixteenth century in French sources and
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remained popular through the Baroque period. By the early seventeenth century
two distinct types of the dance began to appear: the Italian ‘corrente’ and the
French ‘courante.’ Both were dances in triple meter that began on an upbeat,
though the Italian version tended to be simpler than the more complex French
style. The ‘corrente’ was typically binary and homophonic, and it featured
predictable balanced phrases, whereas, the ‘courante’ frequently employed
rhythmic ambiguities, like hemiolas, contrapuntal techniques, and harmonies
based on modes. The Italians preferred a livelier and light-hearted version,
evidenced in their faster tempi and hop-step style dance choreography while the
French developed the steps into a more sophisticated and serious court dance.
The dance suite played an important role in French life throughout the Baroque
period and the dance steps of the courante were fairly dignified. It includes a
bend from the knees, then straightening up, followed by a gliding step. It is from
the ‘corrente’ that the German version came to be, however, the lines of
distinction between the French and Italian version begin to become obscured the
closer one looks. Today, we associate the triple metered dance most commonly
with the dance suites of such Baroque composers as Scheidt, Schein,
Frescobaldi, Handel, and Bach.
Valery Tarakanov’s movement incorporates elements that show both
Italian and French influences. It is in a lively 6/8 time and the theme starts on an
upbeat. It employs mostly balanced phrases and remains light-hearted in
character through most of the movement. However, it also includes significant
contrapuntal writing between the three instruments, a frequent appearance of
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hemiolas and other rhythmic complexities, and intricate harmonic choices
throughout, and a section especially darker in character in the middle. Like that
which one would hope to find in a ‘chest’, this short movement is indeed a
treasure.
The liner notes included on Mr. Tarakanov’s website for recordings of his
works mention that there are five distinct events taking place throughout the
movement. These notes verify that this movement is different from the first, which
depicted every detail of the fairy tale. The five events portrayed are Thumbelina’s
birth, her playing games and singing songs, her boating in a plate of water, her
meeting the King and falling in love, and finally, the entire flower kingdom
greeting their new Queen.105
On the whole, this movement is laden with ambiguity, therefore, having
Mr. Tarakanov’s input as a guide proves immensely helpful. Tonal ambiguity
arises at the onset. The piano begins, and after implying a B major tonal center
at the opening of the movement through the octave B bell tones that ring with a
D♯ added in m. 3, Tarakanov immediately obscures the tonal center with a G♯
sharp minor to D♯ sharp minor progression, iv-i movement, or vi to iii if incorrectly
analyzed in B major. This is followed by v-i movement between the violin and the
cello, G♯ minor to an implied C♯ minor triad. In fact, there is no traditional
harmonic movement, and certainly no cadential material pointing towards B
major until m. 20. Even this, an F♯ augmented triad to the B major chord on the
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downbeat of m. 21, V⁺-I, is only understood as a cadence until the theme begins
and B major is truly established. This type of opening is suitable to the story line
because of the uncertainty that abounds as the young wife plants a barleycorn
after she begs the witch woman to grant her a daughter.
A gentle and pleasant atmosphere is created in the first eight bar phrase,
beginning in m. 8. Though it sounds as if it abruptly begins back in B major, the
succession of arpeggiated triads in the right hand of the piano—B major, G♯
minor, B major, to E major—are all gracefully decorated with upper
appoggiaturas and upper neighbor tone trills. The violin adds short grace notes
figures and the cello contributes staccato eighth notes on beats six and one.
Small and modest dance steps would be appropriate for this courante. This, too,
like the introductory material, is an effective beginning to a story about a very
petite and delicate girl.106
The harmony gets interesting in m. 10 with the beginning of a series of
chords with added tones. Tarakanov writes an IV9, an E major nine chord, which,
because of the way it is voiced, strangely sounds like an E major chord in the
piano layered with a B major chord in the strings. We move to G♯ major half way
through the measure, then back to I in m. 11, with an added four, a G♯, making
for an unstable tonic. Halfway through the measure we are back on the IV9,
followed by an A♯ diminished triad to a C♯ minor chord with an added four that
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sounds like a suspension without an approach or resolution. The next measure,
bar thirteen, doesn’t sound as if the harmonies have changed, only that tones are
added—seconds and sixths. The result is a very cushy colorful cluster of sound
through the next two bars until there is a sense of arrival in m. 15. The C♯ minor
seven chord takes us into m. 15; an argument could be made that this is a half
cadence, ii7-V, with an incomplete V11 on the downbeat—F♯-C♯-E-G♯-B. There
is certainly not an abundance of harmonic clarity, and there is no sign of the real
melody yet, but somehow, the listener is able to get the gist of where he is
headed and follow along. Two bars of harmonic chaos, an odd ascending
chromatic sixteenth note passage over A♯ sharp diminished seven harmonies,
paint the odd moment in which a tiny girl appears out of a tightly bound bud that
grew from the barleycorn that the young wife planted. This passage also arrives
on a complete F♯ major triad in m. 19, but because of the smooth voice
leading—all of the upper voices resolve up a half step—it sounds more final than
a half cadence this time. The chord is short lived, however, and quickly morphs
into a D major triad. More instability follows in the next measure, but still the half
step resolutions in the strings and in the top voice of the piano make the chord
pairings make sense. Here, in m. 20, an altered V chord takes us into the main
theme, V⁺-I.107
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Figure 3.6. Thumbelina’s theme

This main theme, as seen in figure 3.6, permeates the entire movement
and can fittingly be referred to as Thumbelina’s theme. It isn’t until this theme that
we are certain of Thumbelina’s existence—the first major event, her birth. It first
appears in the violin in m. 21 and feels a bit like a waltz because of the emphasis
on beats one and three. The cello quietly accompanies with a light staccato bass
line which consistently avoids the downbeat. The piano stabilizes the harmony
and adds to the pleasing atmosphere with several upper neighbor tone figures
over open sixths on the off beats. It is eight bars in length with a three-note
extension that is used in sequence through the transition that takes us into the
key change and the second theme. Thumbelina’s theme is harmonized with a
stable B major triad the majority of the time, though several intriguing moments
do occur. The third bar of the theme moves to IV, E major, and is followed by a
secondary dominant. With the addition of the A♮, the B major seven chord
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functions as a V7/IV, though it doesn’t resolve properly and simply moves
straight back to I. The following measures includes subtle hints at movement
between B major and G♯ minor. In the first half of m. 26 the cello arpeggiates up
to a G# instead of an F♯ and the sentiment is then handed over to the piano who,
in turn, does the same. Tarakanov gives extraordinary attention to the detail in
every part.
Thumbelina’s theme ends with an intriguing twist with the addition of the
E♯ in the bass, producing an E♯ ̊chord, perhaps borrowed from the dominant
side, which moves to a V7/IV because of the return of the A♮. The harmonic
adventure of this second movement is much more complex than that of the first
movement. The phrase finishes with a D♯ minor chord in m. 28. However,
because this is completely atypical for the end of the major theme, an argument
could be made that the chord is simply B major without a clear root or that the
phrase doesn’t fully resolve until the middle of bar twenty-nine with the B major to
E major motion. Both options produce rather unstable phrase structure and
irregularities in every direction; again, it is perfect for the girl of tiny proportions
who is born out of a flower.108
A transition occurs through the next six bars that is based on sequences
of the three-note tag at the end of Thumbelina’s theme and is passed between all
three instruments. The entire series of sequences, though, still sound like we
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remain in B major. It is only until the appearance of the G double sharp, A♮
enharmonically, in the middle of the B major scale in m. 35, that the key change
in m. 36 to E major sounds intentional. The A♮ makes this scale passage sound
more like a dominant seventh chord that leads us straight into E major. The A♯
which follows immediately after the A♮ now sounds like a chromatic passing
tone. The eight-bar phrase that begins here functions like a variation of the main
theme, and not a second theme or a B section. It is, however, the beginning of
the second major event outlined by Tarakanov.
The second major event depicted in the movement, Thumbelina playing
games and singing songs, begins in m. 36. This is clear for two main
compositional reasons. The first bit of evidence is found in the very playful nature
of the cello and violin parts. For four measures straight the cello plays groupings
of six sixteenth notes that each begins with a frisky grace note. The articulation of
these figures, slur the first two notes and then separate the next four, is also very
suggestive of the bouncy and animated nature of children’s play. The violin
contributes to the fun scene with quick thirty-second note scales interjected for
only a beat or two. The second bit of evidence that this is the second major event
is the presence of Thumbelina’s theme in the piano part, though we are in E
major now, amidst the playful strings. It is possible that Tarakanov envisioned her
singing the same theme that represented her entire person coming into being.109
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Thumbelina’s theme appears again in m. 55, though this time it is divided
between the violin and the piano. When the piano takes over the theme, after two
bars in the violin, the melody is embedded in a strand of neighboring sixteenth
notes in the same manner that many composers from the classical period
employed. The two-measure handoffs continue between the violin and the piano
until we arrive at the third major life event—boating in a plate of water.110
Had I not had access to Mr. Tarakanov’s insights about what events the
movement contained, I would have thought that this next section, beginning in m.
67, was depicting Thumbelina’s precarious travels through the brook on her leaf.
It is quite dark in character, and at times, rather scary sounding. When you are
the size of one’s thumb, perhaps any amount of water could seem terrifying.
The shift in mood takes place in m. 67 when a new pattern begins in the
piano—sixteenth notes which move ceaselessly back and forth between either
major seconds or minor seconds, shown in figure 3.7. This back and forth motion
successfully paints the image of waves in water. The eight bar theme is in the
cello while the violin accompanies with arpeggios based on open fifths and
sixths, reminiscent of the effect Mendelssohn paints in his Venetian Boat Songs.
This major event appears to be depicted in a minor key, G♯ minor, the relative
minor to the opening key of B major, but with loads of modal borrowing employed
throughout it may make sense to think of it in B major.
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Figure 3.7. Boating in water figure

Tarakanov alternates between D♯’s and D♮’s through the entire section
and will even use a D♮ in the melody over a clear G♯ minor chord, creating quite
a crunch. He moves with ease between the G♯ minor triad to G♯̊. The G♯̊ triad
that results when he uses the D♮ is used is borrowed from the parallel key of B
major, B minor. It also could be thought of as a ii˚ of the minor dominant key, F♯
minor, though ii˚/v is less likely. It is most logical that we are in B major,
borrowing from the minor mode. This analysis means that the G♯ minor chord
isn’t tonic and Tarakanov is simply exploiting the minor vi. The effect is haunting
and portrays the insecurities of Thumbelina in the water. The theme,
recognizable because of its diminished octave beginning, D♯ to D♮ also
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highlights the borrowed pitch and the resulting instability similar to a boat, rather
a walnut shell, on water.111
The same idea continues for eight more bars except this time around the
roles of the violin and the cello have switched and we have changed keys again.
Now, the cello is providing the wide arpeggios and the violin carries the haunting
melody. The piano continues the alternating motion between major and minor
seconds. Tarakanov continues to use modal borrowing and frequently overlaps
two keys at once. In the first half of m. 77, the violin is outlining an F⁺ triad at the
same time that the cello is outlining a B♭ major seven chord. The piano manages
to support both tonalities. This type of harmonic conflict continues the entire time
the violin holds the melody. The other astounding feature that this third section
includes is an incredibly difficult passage with hemiolas. In m. 88, the violin
begins a series of double stops with a B♭ and a harmonic E♭ placed on the
second sixteenth of each beat. This keeps up for two straight measures and
because we are moving along at a lively allegretto the beat threatens to be lost
entirely. While the cellist is resting, the poor pianist must know where to place
beat five in order to keep things from derailing. It is much easier to keep things
together when the pattern changes and every sixteenth note is included, though
the offbeat pattern returns again only two bars later. This is another example of
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Tarakanov brilliantly depicting a risky scene where Thumbelina has temporarily
lost her balance, just as the performers risk doing.112
A warped version of Thumbelina’s theme returns in m. 99. Here, instead of
outlining a major triad like in the beginning, Tarakanov writes a diminished chord
and in a Tim Burtonesque fashion reality seems distorted. The same water-like
patterns continue in the piano and the cello is back to the wide arpeggios. It is
throughout this section, in particular, that I question the limited plot summary
given in the recording liner notes. The conflicting harmonies and the abundant
chromaticism applied to Thumbelina’s theme are so vivid that it seems
impossible to only be portraying Thumbelina boating in a plate of water,
especially because we know the extent of the adventures she encounters. It
would make much more sense if it were depicting more of the story line.
Tarakanov writes such a dark version of her theme that that it might be portraying
her encounter with the cockchafer who carried her away and then made her feel
hideous when he convinced her that she was so ugly that no one wanted her. It
could also include her time underground with the mole, whom she so desperately
wanted to escape from. Either way, four measures before the next major section
he includes a dramatic sweep upward in the piano via G♯ diminished triads
connected chromatically. The following two measures build to an exciting climax
through a B minor seventh and an enharmonic D fully diminished seventh chord.
This chord is able to shift to the dissonant chord the beat before m. 110, D♭-B♯-
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E-G♯, which functions as a vehicle through which Tarakanov can expand
outward by half steps and land in D major.113
This new D major section brings us to the fourth major life event depicted
in the movement, the meeting of Thumbelina and the King of the Flower Spirits.
Thumbelina’s theme returns more decorated and jubilant than ever before. It
includes frequent turns on the notes which function as pillars to the melody, as
well as added sixteenth note arpeggios to add to the buoyant and lighthearted
nature. The cello contributes a jolly bass line while the piano interjects supporting
chords that almost solely include added sevenths and ninths. The resulting
effects are rich and pleasant colors. After the entire eight-bar theme plays out,
short bits of dialogue begin between the cello and the violin while the piano
provides mood enhancing commentary. The three-note conversational motives
have a clear direction. The first appearance is in the cello, the king’s voice, and
moves upward by half steps, like the inflection of a question—a proposal
perhaps. The violin responds with three descending half steps. She expresses
concern or misunderstanding. He understands her rejection and the cello
responds with three descending pitches. Then, the piano jumps in and with two
upward gestures has lifted the spirits of both and convinces them to do it. The
cello plays three ascending pitches that land on a B. The violin then plays three
ascending pitches landing on an F♯. Loads of accidentals appear before one
final hurrah from the cello until the violin takes over. The violin outlines a G♯
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minor triad while the piano emphasizes the harmonic shift. Then, it continues its
ascent for three half steps to a G octave, harmonized with a G major chord in the
piano, to a G♯ then A♯ and suddenly we are back in B major. Even though
several sharps appeared outside of D major before m. 122, they are used
inconsistently and the modulation officially occurs after the G♯ minor chord has
established that we are leaving D major. Tarakanov uses the G major chord as a
surprising pivot between the two keys. In D major it serves as IV, but in B major it
is the Neopolitan, the major chord built on the flat second scale degree, of the
dominant key, F♯ major. This chord has dominant function and because of this
strong preparation the B major chord on the downbeat of one hundred twentythree is exceedingly triumphant and satisfying.114
The arrival of the main theme back in the home key is the beginning of the
fifth and final major life event depicted in this movement. Tarakanov cleverly
shares the theme between the cello and the violin. He writes the first half of the
theme in the cello part, a powerful statement demonstrating that the king has
taken Thumbelina as his wife, for he sings the theme which represents her life.
The two joyfully greet the others in their kingdom and with the offbeat grace
notes in the violin and the offbeat lower neighbor tones in the piano it is easy to
sense the carefree joy and delight of all the little creatures. The second half of
the theme returns to the violin, while trills, harmonics, and staccato interjections
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all contribute to the lively scene in the forest. This quirky movement comes to a
close with a quirky iii-I cadence, D♯ minor to B major.115

Sleeping Beauty
The third movement of Tarakanov’s Chest of Fairy Tales is based on the
same fairy tale as the first movement of Ravel’s suite, Sleeping Beauty.
Tarakanov used the traditional siciliano dance, or sicilienne in the French
translation of the word, as inspiration for his composition. Very little is known
about the origins of this dance style, though it is believed to have emerged in the
late sixteenth century and continued to appear through the eighteenth century. It
bears resemblance to a slow version of a gigue, the popular Baroque dance,
though later it was also compared to the barcarolle. One can presume that it is of
Sicilian origins though no descriptions of the choreography exist in any Italian
sources. A theorist in the eighteenth century, Brossard, gave us a description of
that dance that said it typically was set in 6/8 or 12/8 time and in rondeau or da
capo form. A distinguishing feature of the piece was the dotted quaversemiquaver-quaver, or dotted eighth-sixteenth-eighth, rhythm placed on the
downbeats. We see examples of this throughout the Baroque period and even
into the classical. Bach and Corelli both wrote siciliano movements within larger
works, like concerti, and Mozart, too, wrote a siciliano movement in two of his
piano sonatas, K. 280 and K. 331. It is a most effective style when performed
slowly as it is meant to evoke feelings of melancholy.
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It is not surprising that Tarakanov chose this dance style for his setting of
Sleeping Beauty. With a tempo marking Andante sostenuto and in 6/8 time, the
siciliano style sets him up to paint the melancholy picture of the princess from the
moment she pricks her finger and falls into a deep sleep. Just like Ravel,
Tarakanov, too, was fascinated with the period in which the princess and the
entire castle sleeps. As quiet descends on the inside, branches and vines grow
thickly to conceal the building from the outside. How could one describe the
feelings upon walking up to a situation such as this? The hidden energy in the
place about to burst forth with life after a hundred year sleep might be felt in
goose bumps on the intruder’s arms or prickles on the back of the neck. But
words would not do. The magic of it would be too overwhelming. It is remarkable
that this scene noticed and pondered by Ravel was also enough to catch the
attention of Tarakanov.
The setting of Ravel and that of Tarakanov are noticeably different,
though, both compositions are exceptionally effective in transferring the emotions
and energy of the scenario to the listener. Tarakanov’s writing, in general, has
more movement than the very tranquil and almost static version by Ravel. It is
also longer and features a bigger B section with more variety and contrasting
material. However, both composers chose two similar devices to aid them in their
story telling abilities. The first compositional device used by both Tarakanov that
was also used by Ravel is a repetitive recognizable rhythm tied with the main
theme that is used throughout the entire movement. Tarakanov varies slightly
from the theorists’ description of the siciliano from the eighteenth century. He
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changes the order of the dotted eighth-sixteenth-eighth, the distinguishing
rhythmic feature. His rhythmic unit is, instead, an eighth-dotted eighth-sixteenth
and it is the unifying factor throughout this movement. It is seen in figure 3.8.

Figure 3.8. Opening of Sleeping Beauty (mm. 1-4)

The second compositional technique that is surprisingly employed by both
composers is the use of the drone. Tarakanov does not use the drone pitch
throughout the entire movement in the same way that Ravel does, but he does
use it through a very effective phrase, as can be seen in figure 3.9. In both
works, the drone corresponds to a sizzle of energy hidden beneath the surface;
life where there appears to be a void. It effectively communicates that there is
more to this scene than meets the eye. It is wonderful that both composers knew
this secret.
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Figure 3.9. Drone in cello

Though Tarakanov slightly altered the characteristic rhythm of the
siciliano, he did choose to keep a form commonly associated with it intact. His
piece begins in G minor, with a four bar main theme in the violin. This theme is
passed around to each of the instruments through this A section and is the basis
for all of the material which follows until m. 27. Here, new material begins, the B
section, that is much more chromatic and contrasting in character to the A
section. Finally, after multiple key changes, we return to G minor and to the
theme from the beginning. This time around it is found in the piano and it is
decorated with ornamental type ideas in both the cello and violin. This is followed
by a nine bar coda. Tarakanov does not use the traditional key or cadence
structure in his composing, but this movement very much resembles a da capo
form.
The theme of this movement is gentle. Its rhythmic lilt, one-two-three-andfour-five-six-and-one, places emphasis on beats one and four exclusively. The
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dynamics do not climb above a mezzo-forte through the entirety of the A section.
Harmonically, the theme is mostly tonal. However, Tarakanov keeps it interesting
and rich by using both G minor and B♭ major progressions interchangeably. He
uses both minor v’s and major V’s. He also adds sevenths to the VI and iv
chords—the iv7 seems to be a favorite of his as he uses it frequently. The strings
are almost exclusively in duet through the A section. Their harmonies
complement one another and each phrase swells and tapers gracefully together.
This remains the case until bar nineteen. At this point, the cello branches off on
its own and descends to a low pedal D. It remains here while the violin plays a
quiet melody in D minor based on the main theme. The piano provides soft
atmospheric mid-range chords with added sixths and ninths. The emphasis
placed on the minor v chord in this phrase produces a melancholy sound. Here is
depicted the uncertainly of the outcome. There is a chance the sleeping princess
might not wake up.116
The cello emerges in m. 25 with an aggravated rhythmic figure outlining a
C minor seven triad. This is handed off to the piano who outlines an F major
chord to a D minor seven—V to iii7 in the relative major, B♭. However,
Tarakanov inserts a pesky G♭ which sounds like an enharmonic F♯ against the F
major chord. The dissonance reveals the change that is about to take place,
though it is still not exactly what one might expect. The downbeat of m. 27, the
start of the B section, is a clear B♭ minor chord in the piano, emphasized by the
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voicing of two D♭’s on the top of both hands. Though B♭ minor is clearly tonic,
the amount of modal borrowing—here are C♭’s and C♮’s, and then E♭’s and
E♮’s—makes the listener feel like we are in the wrong key. Both strings add
mutes, the tempo has more motion, and spinning sixteenth notes and sixteenth
note triplets in the violin create a dizzying and, at times, upsetting scene.
Perhaps, the darkness that surrounds the castle from the overgrown greenery
and the filth that takes over as one hundred years’ worth of decay envelops the
place is brought to life through the B section.117
The scene reaches its climax in m. 40 and unwinds through the next four
measures. The whole thing slows and the cello’s agitated syncopation is all that
remains of the furious commotion from earlier. With a slow and timid ascending
C♯ diminished seven chord arpeggiation in the violin, the A section returns. In m.
45, the main theme is now displayed in the piano. We are safely back in G minor
and the cello and violin take turns with decorating arpeggios and embellishments.
There is nothing safe about the passionate phrase in m. 50, however. Both
strings play double stops with harmonics while the piano’s wide descending
arpeggios in the left hand create a hugely dramatic expanse. It is the most
exquisite moment of the movement. It reminds the listener that though there is
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decay and uncertainty all around the castle, within it is a great beauty who sleeps
and immense magic abounds.118
The movement ends with a fascinating coda. Beginning in m. 59, the coda
includes a partial main theme in the violin while the cello plays a sustained
counter melody that features quarter notes to eighth notes, a new sound that
strays from the dotted rhythms which permeated the whole movement.
Tarakanov also introduces quick four note chromatic turns in the piano that last
for four bars followed by four more measures of thirty second notes that mostly
sit on back and forth half steps. The cello line continues to lengthen, playing
dotted quarters to the end, and the piano uses the una corda pedal for a muted
color throughout these intriguing passages. Like the cello line, the theme also
begins to stretch and pull apart. By the third bar of the coda it is no longer
recognizable as the theme, but simply functions as added ethereal pitches. It,
too, plays dotted quarters but they are displaced by an eighth note and change
on beat two. It is as if the violin has forgotten about time. The bizarre harmonies
in the piano create a totally otherworldly encounter.
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Figure 3.10. Overlapping G major and G minor (mm. 65-67)

There is a G chord half way through m. 65 that includes both G major and
G minor overlapping. B diminished and G major are combined in the following
measure. In the last measure, while the strings sustain a D and a B♭, both high
in their ranges, the piano arrives at a B♭ major chord with a thirty-second note
figure in the right hand which moves back and forth from a D to a C♯. It slows
and sounds like a trill gradually unwinding. Finally, the C♯ steps down to the B♭
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and a marvelous settling effect takes over. A princess and her entire kingdom
must awaken now.119

Little Muck- The Royal Footman
The fourth and final movement of Valery Tarakanov’s Chest of Fairy Tales
is based on Wilhelm Hauff’s fairy tale The History of Little Muck. Slightly obscure,
Hauff was a German writer who lived to see only his twenty-fifth birthday. He was
born in Stuttgart in 1802 and attended the University of Tübingden in 1820.
There, he studied philosophy and theology. After graduation, he became the tutor
for the Hugel family in Württemberg, Germany. Baron Ernst Eugen von Hugel
was a famous General and it was for his children that Hauff wrote his märchen,
his fairy tales, in 1826. He died from complications involving a fever in 1827 but
still managed to leave a considerable amount of writing and to achieve a
reputation of originality and inventiveness.120
It is from a publishing company that specializes in rare books that I was
able to locate a copy of Hauff’s Fairy Tales. The translation is from 1903 and
includes the work of Cicely McDonnell where she has translated nine of Hauff’s
tales. The tale of Little Muck begins with a description of this interesting
character. He is an “old fellow,” he stands only about three feet tall, and he has a
head that is too large for his body. Because he was so different from everyone
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else, he became very reclusive and would only leave his house one day a month.
On these occasions he simply wished to go for a walk, but he was teased and
taunted by all those he passed. It was for this reason that his father kept him
hidden away when he was growing up. When Little Muck was a teenager his
father passed away and left him only the clothes that he wore on his back. Little
Muck cut the clothes that were too large for him and wore them proudly. He also
carried with him his father’s dagger that was much too large for his dwarfed body.
Wishing to enjoy his new found freedom, Little Muck set out on a journey to find a
fairyland. He soon grew hungry and weak and realized that he was homeless. He
wandered for several days before coming upon a large house where a woman
hollered out her window a welcome to come in and eat. He was delighted at the
invitation.121
When he entered her home he was immediately questioned about what he
was doing there. The woman, who was called Ahavzi, explained that she always
welcomed her cats and dog this way for their dinner. Little Muck told Ahavzi that
he was homeless as he had just lost his father and was very hungry. Feeling
sorry for the lad, she allowed him to stay and work for her in exchange for food
and housing. Little Muck’s duties involved cleaning and tending to the woman’s
many cats. At first, things seemed to be going nicely. But then, whenever Ahavzi
was away the cats misbehaved and Little Muck was always blamed and
punished for it. One day, he decided to sneak into a secret room which he often
saw the woman entering. With the guidance of the house dog, Little Muck
121
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entered the room. He immediately broke an expensive goblet and knew that he
must escape now for good. The little dog instructed him to take a big pair of
slippers and a walking stick that featured a lion’s head on his way out. He did so
and upon his exit he put the slippers on his feet. They immediately began to take
control of him and he ran faster than he ever had before. When he finally figured
out he must command them to stop he fell into a deep sleep where he had a
dream about the little dog who helped him. In his dream, the dog told him to turn
on his right heel to fly and to tap the walking stick on the ground to find gold and
silver. Little Muck tested the theory out when he awoke and found himself flying
through the air to the doorstep of a King’s palace.122
After convincing the King that he wanted to be his chief runner, he won a
race in which the best runners in the whole town competed. This earned him the
favor of the King and the position of high Court runner. He was also awarded one
hundred gold pieces and the right to dine at the King’s table. This made the other
courtiers incredibly jealous of Little Muck. So, he used his walking stick to locate
a large sum of gold buried in the garden and used as much of it as he could carry
as gifts for the jealous courtiers in hopes of winning their friendship. This act was
quite suspicious and a secret group of the King’s men followed Little Muck to
determine if he was stealing money from the King. When they discovered him
later digging in the garden they seized him and brought him before the King. The
King had previously been missing some money, and blaming Little Muck, had
him thrown into prison. However, when the rest of the gold that Little Muck had
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been collecting from was gathered and dumped on a table, a note was
discovered. The note was from the King’s father and it said that whoever were to
find this treasure would be pardoned by his son. He had buried it long ago and
had died before he had a chance to tell his son about it.
So, the King released Little Muck from prison and promised him his
freedom if he shared with him the secret of his ability to run so fast. Muck told
him it was the slippers and allowed the King to try them on. He did not, however,
share with the King how to make them stop and the poor man ran until he passed
out. When he came to, he was not happy with Little Muck at all. He commanded
the young fellow to leave but kept his slippers and his walking stick. Little Muck
soon realized that he was now worse off than he was before as he had
absolutely nothing.
He ate some figs off of a tree when he became hungry and noticed that
they severely disfigured his face, making his ears and nose grotesquely long. As
he was thinking of what he would do next, he ate another fig off of a different
tree. This immediately set his face back as it should be. These figs held an
incredible power and this gave Little Muck an idea.123
He gathered many more of the magical figs and headed straight back to
the town. He bought a disguise for himself and went to the castle. There, he gave
the figs as a gift to the King. At dinner that evening, everyone was very pleased
with the delicious fruit. When the King ate his figs, his daughter cried out upon
seeing his horrid appearance. Everyone began to panic. All those who had eaten
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the figs were frightfully disfigured and no one could figure out how to reverse the
effects. In his disguise, Little Muck appeared before the King and showed him
that he could heal all of those afflicted from the figs. The desperate King allowed
the mysterious healer to take anything from his treasures if only he would cure
him. Little Muck grabbed his slippers and his walking stick and before exiting he
dramatically revealed his identity to the King. “Faithless King,” he said, “with
ingratitude have you treated me. I leave you your long nose and ass’s ears as a
souvenir.”124
With that, Little Muck spun on his heel and was far away before the King
could even think about catching him. No one knows where Little Muck ended up
going, but it is likely that he used his magical walking stick to become very
wealthy. Eventually, he returned to his home town and lived his quiet life where
went out only once a month for a walk. Perhaps, more than his size, the street
boys loved ridiculing him so much because of a rather “extraordinary
costume.”125
The final movement of Tarakanov’s Chest of Fairy Tales, in addition to
being based on the story of Little Muck, is based on a galop. Originating in
Germany, the galop was one of the most popular ballroom dances of the
nineteenth century. It is also, apparently, one of the easiest. It is a quick dance
set in 2/4 time with its movements inspired by the galloping of a horse. Its title
also suggests the speed and excitement that is carried with it. Two partners

124

125

Ibid., 33.
Hauff, Fairy Tales of 1826, trans. Cicely McDonnell in 1903, 33.

109

would face and hold each other, much like as in a waltz, and with springing steps
travel briskly down the length of the room. Because of the amount of physical
energy it takes to dance the galop, it is most frequently placed appropriately as
the finish to a ball or later, as the finale to a ballet. Many great composers, such
as Schubert, Johann Strauss, Prokofiev, and Shostakovich composed galops.
Tarakanov’s composition is indeed in 2/4 time and moves along at a
racing clip, allegro molto, as is expected of a galop. The side shuffle skipping
type step down the length of a room is not difficult to imagine upon hearing this
movement. From beginning to end it is a tumultuous ride. Tarakanov indicates
that the piece is painting the scene where Little Muck first tries on the magical
slippers and is immediately in their unbridled grip. He runs wildly, carried by the
will of the slippers, and desperately wishes it would stop. It is only until the very
end of the piece that Little Muck learns he can command the magic slippers to
stop. The piece gradually slows to a halt and Little Muck’s ride is over.
Tarakanov achieves the sound of a young lad running frantically out of
control in several ways. The first technique he uses is the accompanimental
boom-chuck rhythm that is first heard in the piano part. This pattern, which
features steady eighth notes that alternate low to high every other eighth, is one
of the most basic rhythms in music. It is often the first pattern that beginning
guitarists learn. When sped up and played at a very fast tempo, however, it is
more difficult to control and is ideal for attaining a feeling of unrestrained
excitement and even rowdiness, exactly like what was experienced by Little
Muck. The figure is first heard using only simple octaves in m. 5. Then, in m. 7,
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the pattern is split between the violin and the cello, the violin playing on only the
second half of every beat. The piano, too, plays only on the ‘ands,’ which creates
a sense of being off-balance. The boom-chuck rhythm is present through almost
the entire piece. When it is not present, it is because wild sixteenths have taken
over or because some terribly off-set syncopations are flying between
instruments.126

Figure 3.11. Opening altered dominant and boom-chuck rhythm (mm. 1-6)

Another composition technique that Tarakanov employs that successfully
depicts that frantic scene of Little Muck running at the will of the magical slippers
is the cyclical motion of the main motive, shown in figure 3.12. This motive is first
heard in the piano at m. 8. It is a four bar motive that is symmetrical and
repetitive. The beginning is made up of three repetitions of three pitches, C-D-
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E♭, a whole step to a half step. The motive ends with another set of three
repetitions of three pitches, like bookends, though now they are up a major
seventh and the distance is reversed, a half step to a whole step, B♮, C, D. The
rhythm of the repeated notes lends itself to the cyclical nature needed in this
particular scenario. It is always an eighth note followed by two slurred sixteenths.
The material in the middle of the motive is an ascending C minor triad, the home
key, outlined in eighth notes with an added major seventh—a surprising B♮.

Figure 3.12. Main motive in piano

The motive is heard again in the violin at m. 21, while both the piano and
cello continue their invigorated boom-chuck pattern. By m. 36, we have
modulated to the dominant, G minor, and the motive appears in the cello for the
first time in bar thirty-nine. The structure is exactly the same as the first time it
appeared, only this time it is on the level of G. The cello is low in its range and
112

the piano is playing octave G’s one octave below that to create a panicked and
worrisome sequence of events for Little Muck. The motive makes numerous
other appearances in various keys and at times it changes keys before it has had
a chance to run its course in the present key. There are times where the
instruments seem to finish the other’s thoughts. In m. 47, for example, the cello
begins the motive on the level of D, but two bars later the violin takes over. This
feels like more of an intrusion than a conversation between the two instruments
because the violin enters on the level of F. The effect of these frequent key
changes and incomplete thoughts feels erratic. Little Muck is certainly not
enjoying the magical ride. He does not like this out of control feeling at all.127
Still, another feature of Tarakanov’s piece that accurately depicts the
frantic Little Muck racing on magical slippers is the harmonic choices employed
throughout. The piece begins with a raging chord split apart in the piano because
of the range. See figure 3.11. Low G octaves catapult up to an altered dominant
ninth chord. The G major chord includes an E♮, which is a diminished seventh
enharmonically, and an A♭, the ninth. The fact that Tarakanov wrote this
dominant chord with a diminished seventh in it as the first sound to break the
silence is harsh. The strings each take a turn responding to the hazardous chord
with a chromatic triplet that lands on a G. Then, in m. 4, they join with the piano
to play the same chord strengthened by their presence and powerful triple stops.
This opening contains vivid colors that set the tone for the rest of the movement.
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Another example of the bold harmonic choices of Tarakanov can be found
beginning in bar fifty-five. This is the eight-measure transition into a new theme.
The transition follows the erratic section with incomplete motives and constant
key changes. Here, too, there are multiple keys being accessed and sometimes
employed at the same time. The downbeat of m. 55 looks like an F♯ doubly
diminished seven. It is spelled F♯-A-C♭-E♭ and is struck unapologetically by the
pianist. Although aurally it is a dominant seventh, B-D♯-F♯-A, and ultimately, we
are heading towards some kind of E tonic. At this point the diminished looking
chord could be hinting at it, as a misspelled V7. Beat two of this measure is an
incomplete G♯ minor triad, which also works in E major as iii. Then, in m. 56, he
outlines a partial F major chord that quickly morphs into A♭ augmented followed
by G♯ diminished. So, if we treat the F on beat one as a non-chord tone,
resembling a lower neighbor tone, then he has moved through G♯ minor, G♯
augmented enharmonically, and finally G♯ diminished. He lands on a bizarre
version of C on the next downbeat, C-E♭-G♯-B. Then, when the strings enter
they move through an incomplete C major chord that lands on C minor. There is
no functionality to a passage like this. He is simply taking the listener on a wild
ride and any sort of predictability would ruin it. All of this nonfunctional harmony
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contributes to the image of frantic running. Apparently, Little Muck could not
predict a single move of the slippers.128
The second theme, which begins in m. 63, is another interesting example
of Tarakanov’s raucous harmonic choices. The theme is based on a slurred three
note motive. It consists of an eighth note that moves up a half step to a quarter
note and then returns back down the half step to another eighth note. The upper
pitch is emphasized because of its longer duration and also because it is always
placed on a strong beat. It begins on the level of E, then moves down a fifth to A,
then back to E before heading on another unpredictable chain of endless key
changes. This germ of an idea appears in every instrument at some point and
persists until the return of the first motive at m. 106.129
The return to the main motive is powerful because we are finally back in C
minor and both strings saw away at the same time harmonizing the melody a
sixth apart. The piano has the boom-chuck idea with forceful punches on every
off beat in the right hand. As we see in figure 3.13, everyone is playing forte and
the excitement is building as something thrilling happens in m. 122. The piano
brings in the second motive while the strings continue on the first! The piano’s
punches on the off-beats are now in the left hand and the whole ensemble
whizzes through a dramatic accelerando that eventually turns into a tempo
change entirely.
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Figure 3.13. First and second motives combined

Now, at presto, all three instruments drop suddenly to lower ranges and to
mezzo forte. This is smart composing. It allows the final sixteen measures to
build in both pitch and dynamics in an incredibly dramatic way. The whole thing
begins to come to a halt in m. 146 as the run-away train that this movement has
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become smashes into the same altered dominant chord from the very opening.
Because this has been a huge and heavy “train” it does not stop on a dime, but
slows gradually like an actual train wreck would. By the repeat of the dominant
chord, the strings, who threatened to spin out of control, are slowing just like
Little Muck. One final pop of sound, a complete C minor chord, after the fermata
two bars before the end signals that his journey has finally come to a halt, and
perhaps he lands on his rear end, as he figured out that he only had to command
them to stop to make it so.130
Both Ravel and Tarakanov were extremely successful at making their fairy
tale compositions come to life. It is my hope that I have shown the many ways in
which these pieces stand out among the others similar in genre. Looking at each
movement side by side with the fairy tale plot easily proved that these men were
masters at their craft with special gifts as composers. They were clever in their
composition choices, including stylistic, melodic, harmonic, and rhythmic
inventiveness, and demonstrated real use of their imaginations. Though the ways
in which they handled the plot differed, Ravel tended to focus in on one specific
scene and Tarakanov generally told more of the plot, both composers brought
aspects of the tales to life in a fresh and unique way. Both men effectively found
a clear story telling voice, though they were not the same as one another, and
drew their listeners in from the onset without any problem. It is noteworthy that
both men focused on the story of Sleeping Beauty and used similar composition
techniques to communicate a particularly magical moment for which words do
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not suffice. Audiences love programmatic type of music like this because it is so
easy to connect with the story, and these pieces surely make connecting a real
possibility. Performers, too, can easily get swept up in the magic of it all. Having
played the works I know this to be true. This speaks to the effectiveness of the
writing.
It is also my hope that greater attention will be given to the compositions
of Mr. Tarakanov and that I have done my part in communicating the excellence
found in his writing. His Chest of Fairy Tales is only one glimpse into the entire
canon of his work, but it serves as a superb example of his strength as a writer. I
can confidently recommend further exploration of his life and his output. If you
ever have the opportunity to hear either of these works performed live, or
program and perform them, I strongly recommend that you do so and that you
give great care to the treatment of the stories. It is important that they not be lost
with each passing generation. Their histories and lessons hold such value.
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